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This month, mixed fortunes for Novatech — and have you heard 
the one about the Englishman, the Irishman and the VAT man? 


Welcome to the new expanded 
Campaign column -— from this 
month we're going up from two 
to three pages. As usual I'm 
depending on you, the good PC 
Plus reader, to supply me with 
consumer problems you need 
sorting, so don't be shy in coming 
forward if you're getting a raw deal 
from a vendor. And by the same 
token, if you've had exemplary 
service, let me know so that I can 
pass on the good news. 


Novatech no-show 

Allen Cummins had some trouble with 
a motherboard upgrade he bought 
from Novatech —and even more 
trouble returning it. Funnily enough, at 
about the same time | bought the 
same Asus motherboard, but from 
Misco. It, too, was dud. It was promptly 
replaced — and re-charged — and now 
I'm having the devils own job getting a 
refund out of Misco. But | digress! 

Allen wrote: “On 19 December | 
ordered a motherboard bundle, code 
MBB-A/ND28, which is an Asus A/N8X- 
Deluxe Motherboard, 512MB RAM, and 
an AMD Athlon XP 2800+ CPU plus fan. 

“This arrived the next day. | then set 
up a system around this bundle and 
installed Windows XP Everything 
seemed to be working fine, until | 
pushed the system, and it then would 
just freeze. In normal use the system 
would perform well. | tried reinstalling 
from scratch, installing supplied drivers 
and downloading new drivers, but still 
the same thing happened. 

“| then swapped the CPU for 
another one that was known to work, 
an AMD Athlon 1600+. The system 
worked perfectly with this CPU. | filled 
in the form on the customer service 
page, detailing what had happened, 
but as it was now Boxing Day | didn't 
expect an immediate reply. | also 
wasn't sure that any message had 
been sent, because when | clicked 
on the ‘Send message’ button, | was 
just presented with a clean form. | 
continued using the system with the 


1600+ CPU. After a couple of days, 
however this too started freezing, only 
occasionally at first, but then more 
frequently, until it froze and wouldnt 
re-start. This was on 29 December. | 
had yet to receive any response from 
Novatech, so | filled in the form again, 
and was again presented with a clean 
form on clicking to send the message. 
Having not received a response after 

a couple of hours, | decided to ring 
Novatech. After selecting the 
appropriate choices, | got a message 
telling me that all agents were busy, 
and asking me to wait for the next free 
agent. | then got three more messages, 
after which all | got was silence. 

‘After five minutes | thought Id been 
cut off, so | rang again. Same thing, 
silence, so | thought that this was 
normal. | was on the phone for 10 


minutes before | gave up. | then rang 
the sales line, but the person who 
answered just transferred me to 
customer services, where | once again 
was greeted by silence. | then decided 
to fill in the form to return faulty goods. 
So | logged in, and filled in the form. 
This time, when | clicked ‘Send’, | was 
returned to the log-in page. | then 
decided to send a letter to Novatech 
through normal mail. 

“| still received no reply. On the 12 
January, at about lunchtime, | tried to 
phone them again. This time, after 
the three apology messages | was 
presented with music. Unfortunately, 
after 25 minutes holding | had to hang 
up and return to work. | tried again on 
Tuesday, and again today, but I've still 
had no joy. 

‘All | want is to have this bundle 
replaced, but it seems impossible.” 


Allen seems to have 
the patience of Job — sometimes you 
wonder if the customer service lines 
vendors provided are just some kind 
of wind-up, designed to discourage 
customers from ever getting their 
problems sorted out. | redirected 
Allen's complaint to Elaine Giles at 
Novatech, and she wrote back to 
Allen (and I mean on paper). 


If you have a gripe with a company, 
a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 


®© campaign @futurenet.co.uk 


® Fax a printed letter to 
Campaign - 01225 732295 


M~] Send a printed letter to: 
Campaign, PC Plus, 
Future Publishing, 

30 Monmouth Street, 
Bath BA1 2BW 


I'm 
writing to offer you our sincerest 
apologies for the difficulties you 
have experienced so far in dealings 
with Novatech. We pride ourselves 
on the products that we sell and the 
customer service we provide, and as 
a result of your situation we're 
currently reviewing our processes 
and procedures, in a concerted effort 
to avoid similar problems from 
arising in future. | believe 
that all of your 
problems have 
now been 
resolved, 
including the 
second board that was 
sent to you in error due to a 
mix up in our returns department. 
I sincerely hope that these events 
will not deter you from shopping 
with Novatech in the future. 


romi | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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I'd have kept quiet about 
that second board. (Only joking!) 


Asus A7N8X-E Deluxe Wireless 
Edition caused problems for 
Allen Cummins — and he had 
even more trouble getting 
Novatech to replace it. 


A question of Symantec's 
And now a couple of reader complaints 
involving software giant Symantec, and 
attempts to buy software from it online. 
First up is Evangelos Hadjichristodoulou, 
who writes: 

“I've recently had a hard disk crash, 
and lost all my programs and software. 
One of the most valuable products was 
Symantecs Norton Antivirus, which | 
purchased from the Symantec store. 
When | contacted them to arrange a 
re-download | was amazed to find that 
they wouldnt allow this. Now were 
talking about a download here, 
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Symantec offers an extended 
download warranty and CD 
back-up service, in case you 
lose your software in a crash. 


“Now Symantec has introduced 
product activation, you should be 
able to download software you've 
paid for as often as you like.” 
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with no real cost involved. | had a 
similar problem with Diskeeper, but 
they helped me to get a re-download. | 
believe this is unacceptable, and lm 
asking for your help. After all, I've paid 
for the product.” 


Roger replies: | take your point 
Evangelos, but I think it’s a finely- 
balanced argument — after all, its 
not Symantec's fault your hard disk 
crashed, so why should it, apart 
from the sake of customer goodwill, 
help you for free? Symantec does 
offer protection for such an 
eventuality, (that is, a second 
download) but of course, it's a 
chargeable service and you didn't 
buy it. It might have been better to 
save the download install files and 
burn them onto a CD-R — just in 
case. | got in touch with Symantec, 
who responded thus: 


Katherine James at Symantec replies: 
All customers who purchase a 
downloadable product from 
Symantec can choose to pay for an 
Extended Download Service or CD 
Backup, for approximately 10 euros. 
Symantec urges customers to choose 
one of these 
options, and 
many choose 
both options. For 
customers who 
don't choose 
either option, it’s 
not possible to 
guarantee that the customer will be 
able to re-download their order 

once 60 days have passed from the 
date of purchase. Mr Hadjichristo- 
doulou purchased a Norton AntiVirus 
upgrade on 26 May 2003, and would 
now be well outside this timeframe. 
As a gesture of goodwill, he’s been 
offered a refund to enable him to 
place an order for the latest version. 


Roger concludes: Evangelos was 
satisfied with the outcome. He 


wrote “Thanks very much. They 
have offered me a refund, which is 
enough to buy their new product. 
Keep up the good work!” 

Now Symantec has introduced 
product activation for its products, 
which ties the software to a specific 
PC, | can see no good reason for it 
not allowing you to download 
software you've paid for as many 
times as you want — for free. 


Irish VAT is no joke 


And now on to the thorny question of 
e-commerce, and the VAT you have to 
pay. Noel Pettigrew thought hed been 
over-taxed when he renewed his 
Norton Anti-virus subscription. 

He writes: “I live in England but, for 
what reason | do not know, Symantec 
have had the gall to charge me Irish 
VAT at 21 per cent (unless | was VAT 
registered, which I'm not), so | was 
billed £16.71 including VAT, whereas in 
2002 | paid £10.50 with no VAT charged. 

“I've tried every way | can find, 
short of writing a letter to Symantec, 
to complain about this, but have got 
nowhere; I've been unable to get any 
answers from them or make contact 
with them via their website, and their 
telephone line either doesnt answer, 
or answers with a recording, but they 
dont respond to requests for them to 
contact me. This appears to be a case 
of ‘give us your money and shut up’, 
which | think is an absolute disgrace for 
a big company like Symantec.” 


Roger replies: It seems the rules 
have changed, Noel. Again, | got in 
touch with Symantec, who came 
back with this reply: 


Katherine James at Symantec replies: 
Following the introduction of the EU 
VAT Directive, effective 1 July 2003, all 
Internet transactions with companies 
situated within the EU are subject to 
VAT. Customers are taxed on an 
origin basis, under rules and rates 
applicable to the country where the 
vendor is established, and not the 
country where the customer is 


Are you having trouble with VAT? 


Need help negotiating with Customs & Excise? 
Looking for un independent VAT Consultant? 


Don't know where to turn to for help? 


You do now! 
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A similar VAT issue arose in PC Plus 210’s Mailbox; then 


we flagged up the Vatarsk website (www.vatark.co.uk), 
an excellent resource for advice on VAT-related matters. 








located. Because Symantec Limited 
is established in Ireland, all EU 
customers who are not VAT exempt 
will be charged the Irish rate of VAT, 
which is 21 per cent. 

This rate of VAT applies to 
customers renewing their existing 
subscription, and not to those 
purchasing full versions of the 
products. This query has been 
passed to the Symantec web team 
for their attention, and Symantec 
regrets any confusion caused. 


Roger concludes: Strange but true: 
the EU moves in mysterious ways. 
However, let's face it, Symantec isn't 
an Irish company, fundamentally it’s 
an American company. Different VAT 
rules apply to suppliers located 
outside the EU — they have to charge 
the VAT rate in the EU country where 
the consumer resides. So, if the 
digital download originated from 
Symantec in the US, it would be 
cheaper. Failing that, it's a shame 
Symantec can't shift its office from 
Ireland to the Portuguese island of 
Madeira — the VAT rate there is but 
12 per cent. And the weather's nicer! 


Amazon result! 

PC Plus reader Eric Heaton was let 
down when he ordered a book from 
an Amazon Marketplace seller. 

He told us: “In November 2003, | 
ordered several books from Amazon. 
There was one book | needed that it 
didnt have in stock, so | ordered it from 
a Marketplace seller. | figured this was 
the best solution, and if there were 
any problems they offered the A-Z 
guarantee, which looks very good. 

“The books from Amazon arrived 
within two days, so well done to them. 
I've been using them for sometime, 
and have generally been satisfied. 

“The book from the Marketplace 
seller still hadn't arrived after 14 days, 
so | emailed the seller who informed 
me that he had cancelled his account 
with Amazon some time ago and was 
surprised that Amazon were still 
advertising his products. | advised him 
that Amazon Payments 
has accepted the payment 
to him, but he claimed 
that this wasnt possible as 
this account was closed, 
and it was clear | wasn't 
going to get this book 
from this seller. 

“| wrote to Amazon 
customer services, who 
told me that | needed to 
wait 30 days, and would 
then have to fill out a 
claim form. | waited the 30 
days and then tried to fill 
in the online claim form, 
but it wouldn't recognise 
the listing ID." 


Roger replies: Eric had to jump 
through this hoop several times but 
to no avail. He received an email 
apologising for the problems, but 
asking him to make sure he was 
entering the Listing ID correctly, 
which he had been doing all along. 
Understandably he got a bit hot 
under the collar at repeatedly being 
told to do something he had already 
been doing! It seems his transaction 
was inextricably lost in some sort of 
cyber-limbo. Eric turned to Campaign, 
and it didn't take long for a real 
human to sort things out. 


Marie Fagan at Amazon replies: This 
issue has been resolved through our 
customer services team already and 
a full refund was issued on the 22 
January. It appears that the 
Marketplace seller left some of his 


GOOD GUYS OF THE MONTH 


Super Nova 





listings open by mistake, which is 
why Mr Heaton wasn‘ able to 
purchase his book. Our Marketplace 
team are investigating how this 
could have taken place. 

On behalf of Amazon, we're sorry 
for the inconvenience that this has 
caused Mr Heaton. If Mr Heaton has 
any other enquiries relating to 
reimbursement under the A-Z 
guarantee, then please feel free to 
forward my details on to him so he 
can get in touch with me directly. 


Roger adds: Amazon's e-commerce 
system is pretty slick, (so slick in fact 
that the Amazon platform is being 
developed for use by other vendors) 
but there's a limit to the usefulness 
of automated replies — sometimes 
human intervention is required. 
E-commerce vendors take note! PCP 
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Eric Heaton ran into problems when he tried to purchase a book from a former 
Amazon Marketplace seller whose listings had been left open by mistake. 


The good folk at Novatech can provide perfectly good customer service when they put their minds to it 
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Novatech came in for some stick at the start of this Campaign column, but the 
company ends it on a high note after providing excellent service to Brian Davies. 


To prove once again that Campaign is nothing if not even-handed, | can bring a 
little cheer to Elaine Giles at Novatech, because while one reader has publicly 
dissed the company, another has stepped up to nominate it as a Campaign ‘Good 
Guy’. Keen PC builder Brian Davies had a run of bad luck with the kit he bought 
from Novatech, but was bowled over by the service he received. 

He wrote: “Recently | purchased a number of components from Novatech, in 
order to self-build the ideal PC — ideal for me, that is! The parts duly arrived and 
were assembled, and the system worked, but with some problems. After a 
telephone call to technical support, it was agreed that | should return the 
motherboard, the power supply, the memory and the CPU for investigation. 

“Novatech arranged and paid for collection the following day. Within a few days 
| had a telephone call from a technical support engineer to say that the power 
unit was faulty and would be replaced. Similarly, the CPU was duff, and would be 
replaced — with one of a better specification — free of charge. Everything arrived 


back the following day. 


“| re-assembled the system, only to find that | still had difficulties. The 
temperature of the CPU was excessive, in spite of an approved cooling fan being 
fitted, and there was intermittent locking-up of the system. | got back in touch 
with Novatech and they again arranged for collection — this time of the fully-built 
system. Again, within a few days, | had a call — this time | was told that the 
motherboard was also faulty, and would be replaced. 

“The fan was insufficient on its own to reduce the temperature to an acceptable 
level, and Novatech recommended that they fit an additional fan at nominal cost. 


| agreed to this, and the unit was returned to me the following day, and its now 
working exactly as Id wanted. As this was a self-build unit, Novatech made a 
nominal charge of £30 to correct faults not of their making. | feel this was 
completely fair, and | remain a fully satisfied customer.” 


Roger replies: | agree with Brian — that's what I call service! 


Dell's angels 

Dell gets singled out for the Campaign treatment with monotonous regularity, so 
it's good to be able to write nice things about the Texan PC maker. David Purdy 
felt compelled to share his positive experience with other PC Plus readers: 

He wrote: “As a long-time subscriber to PC Plus, | would like to draw to your 
attention a recent success, concerning Dell's support for an out-of-warranty three- 
and-a-half-year-old Dimension 4100. 

“Basically, the processor fan had been noisy for several months, and after 
emailing Dell support in November and thereafter encountering some difficulty in 
locating a product supplier by phone, my support contact said that he would 
obtain a replacement fan. 

“However, by mid-December | had heard no more, and when | enquired again, 
the offer of help had disappeared and | was referred back to the problematic 
phone search routine. 

“| then adopted an old-fashioned approach, by writing to Dells UK headquarters 
in Bracknell. | received a phone call from Dell a week later — which is good, 
considering that my letter was posted on Christmas Eve — offering to supply a 
replacement fan within a couple of days, which duly arrived. 

“The Dimension is my fourth Dell system, and whilst this episode wasn't exactly 
seamless, my confidence has been restored.” E 


Roger replies: This just goes to show that, even in the age of email, 
sometimes you still have to put pen to paper to get things done! 





David got no reply from Dell's imposing headquarters in Texas, but received a 
speedy response from the rather more modest UK headquarters in Bracknell. 
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BROADBAND 





Jane Dudman 
jane.dudman@ntlworld.com 


Jane Dudman specialises 

in writing about developments 
in the legal, financial, and 
public sector markets 


Tired of slow broadband connections? Want to ensure youre getting 
the speeds you're paying for? Jane Dudman shows you how 


future small businesses will come to rely on,” 
says Roger Hockaday, marketing director 
at network performance specialist Packeteer. “You 
can certainly argue that email is a critical business 
application today. If I rely on my local printer to get my 
emails, for instance, and it’s taking days for them to get 
over, that’s a real problem.” 

Other Internet-based technologies that could become 
critical in the future include Voice over IP (VoIP), which 
uses Internet connections to carry phone calls, and which 
Hockaday believes a lot of small businesses are likely to 
switch to in the future. “With VoIP, when you try to 
download something large from the Internet at the same 
time as having a voice conversation, the download will 
consume the whole broadband bandwidth and impact 
on that voice conversation,” he says. “So, for all these 
critical applications, you need to be able to guarantee 
performance.” This is where broadband monitoring, 
tweaking and optimisation come in. 

Network monitoring is vital to ensure that when 
different applications share the same broadband 
connection, the important applications are prioritised. 
This is an art that’s highly developed in large enterprises, 
where business-critical applications get priority over the 
network. It’s achieved through a combination of complex 
software tools that keep a careful check on network 
performance, as well as Service Level Agreements (SLAs) 
from network providers that guarantee specified levels of 
performance and uptime. 

With most broadband services into small businesses 
and home office users, however, there are today no such 
SLAs available, and no guaranteed Quality of Service 


A are a number of applications that in the 





Numion’s YourSpeed and SiteSpeed website provides lots 
of useful statistics about Internet site download times. 


(QoS). This has deterred the larger network monitoring 
software firms from providing their services to smaller 
users, because there’s little the small business user can 
do to enforce compliance with by ISPs. When you buy 
broadband, there are usually no quality guarantees about 
service or performance levels. 

But the news isn’t all bad. There are many things that 
can be done to maximise broadband performance, and 
there’s a lot of help available. The first stop is your 
Internet Service Provider (ISP), which will usually provide 
plenty of information about optimising PC settings 
and the broadband connection. 
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ADSL Guide 
www.adslsuide.org.uk 
News, articles and other 
information about broadband, 
including a tracker for the 
latest demand for ADSL- 
enabled exchanges from BT. It 
also has an online speed test. 


DSL Reports 
www.dslreports.com 

A comprehensive US 
guide to optimising 
broadband connections. 


Speed Guide 
www-.speedguide.net 

A US-based site with lots of 
information about system 
performance. A large section 
of the site is dedicated to cable 
modems and DSL technology, 
with guides on how to improve 
performance and an online 
speed test for connectivity. 

The site assumes a reasonable 
level of technical awareness. 


Your Speed 
WWW.numion.com 

This is an Internet speed 
measurement site with an 
easy-to-use interface and 

a speed test providing useful 
Statistics and explanations. It 
calculates the user's average 
connection speed with 40 
websites simultaneously. 
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How data is sent and received is 
a key configuration to consider. 
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The ADSL Guide provides an indication of the speeds that 
users can expect to get from their broadband connections. 


Most ISPs recommend that their customers use the 
latest versions of all PC and networking software. Other 
tips include having as few programs open as possible 
when using the Internet (they all use up system resources 
and can slow the connection), and trying to do only one 
thing at a time on the Internet. Trying to download files, 
use a web browser, send emails and read through 
newsgroups all at the same time will slow down each 
of those individual tasks. 

ISPs will be able to give customers information on 
how to set up a computer system correctly to receive 
the appropriate broadband service. Two of the most 
important settings that small business users are likely 
to come across are the Receive Window (RWIN) and 
Maximum Transfer Unit (MTU) settings (see ‘Optimising 
your broadband’ below). Again, most ISPs will provide 
their customers with the correct values for these settings 
for their specific broadband connections. 

Many ISPs also offer detailed information about 
settings that may interfere with their services. Tiscali, for 
instance, has a long list of other products and services 
that can affect its broadband service. Most ISPs also 
provide customers with information on the most common 
broadband problems and how to tackle them, and may 
also provide links to some of the independent speed tests 
that are available. 

It’s important to bear in mind that the broadband 
speed provided by the ISP is a maximum speed. With a 
broadband connection running at 512 kilobits per second 
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Purple Sun’s ISP-I service provides an advanced benchmarking 
and management system tailored for individual ISPs’ needs. 


(kbps), the number of bytes a user would receive when 
downloading would be 64 kilobytes. According to BT, 
an ADSL connection should be between 400kbps and 
500kbps. BT says users under 400kbps may be able to 
benefit by tweaking their network settings. 

Those with cable broadband usually get a stern 
warning from their providers that any attempt to alter 
the configuration of their cable modem to increase their 
bandwidth, a practice known as uncapping, is prohibited, 
but there are still ways to optimise the computer using the 
cable broadband service to take full advantage of the 
maximum speed available. 


Capped cables 

The actual speed of the Internet connection will almost 
certainly vary considerably, and will be affected by many 
factors, including the way the PC is configured, the way 
the network is configured between the PC and the service 
provider, whether the user is running network monitoring 
software, such as a firewall or anti-spam software, the size 
of any files being downloaded, and whether other local 
users are using the same bandwidth. 

This is called contention. Broadband is different from 
buying dedicated leased lines in that the connection is 
shared between other local users. The higher the 
contention ratios, the more people are sharing the links, 
and the slower the links will become at peak times. There 
are no guaranteed contention ratios with most generally 
available broadband packages and, as broadband 


You may be able to improve connection speeds by adjusting your MTU amd RWIN settings 
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The first step is to consult your own 
ISP’s website, which will have details 
of the correct settings for optimising its 
broadband service. These can change, 
so it's important to check from time to 
time. For instance, in August 2003 BT 
made changes aimed at optimising 
all ADSL users’ connections without 
requiring them to do anything. This also 
meant that some users, who had used 
the ADSL Speed Optimiser to tweak 
settings on their machines, had to 
re-run the program to restore the 
original settings, as BT claims the 
‘tweaked’ settings would negatively 
impact performance. 

In addition, there are a number of 
settings that can usually be changed by 
the user to maximise their broadband 


connection. The main two are MTU 
(Maximum Transfer Unit) and Receive 
Window (RWIN). 

MTU defines the largest data packet 
size you can transmit in one go across a 
network. Messages larger than the MTU 
are divided into smaller packets before 
being sent. If your MTU is low, then it 
will take more packets to transmit the 
same amount of data as a higher- 
valued MTU, so taking more time. BT 
Wholesale recommends an optimum 
MTU setting of 1458. 

A high amount of packet loss can 
occur if you have a large RWIN setting, 
which determines the amount of data 
that your PC can accept before 
acknowledgement from the receiving 
system. You can set the size of the 


receiving window So as to sustain 
a continuous data transfer. 

Most ISPs also recommend that you 
run the latest versions of all relevant 
software to maximise performance. And 
while using the Internet, make sure you 
don’t have too many programs open at 
once, as they use up system resources 
and can slow your connection. 

Bandwidth optimisation tools, such 
as Expand Networks’ Accelerator, or 
software from Perebit or Packeteer, are 
also available. They're mainly bought 
by larger companies, with Accelerator, 
in particular, having the lion's share of 
the WAN optimisation market. The 
Accelerator device, which has been 
around for more than three years, 
compresses and caches data. E 


becomes increasingly popular, so performance is more 
likely to be affected. 

After the ISP, the next stop for those users who want 
to investigate their online performance will usually be one 
of the many online guides to broadband performance 
(see sidebar ‘Online help’). One of the best-known 
UK performance testers is the ADSL Guide, run by 
NetConnex. “We think the statistics we provide are very 
influential in the home office user and small business 
market, where people don’t have dedicated IT staff, but 
want information about broadband,” says co-founder 
Sebastien Lahtinen. 

Set up in the middle of 2000, the Guide gets about 
six million page views a month, and provides an online 
speed test for users with Java-enabled systems. “The 
reason we use Java is that it works with all the operating 
systems,” explains Lahtinen. “Practically every other way 
of doing it is more problematic. The biggest problem we 
have is that people have firewalls, like ZoneAlarm.” 

There are several other sites that provide information 
about broadband, including online speed tests, and 
Lahtinen encourages people to use more than a single 
test. As he points out, no single test can be perfect, 
because different tests run on different network 
configurations, and it’s a good idea to run several tests 
before approaching one’s ISP. The statistics gathered 
through the ADSL Guide are delivered as raw data to 
many ISPs, and Lahtinen believes this has been very 
helpful in pinpointing 


performance problems. “No single test can be perfect, because 
different tests run on different network 
configurations, so it's a good idea to run 
several tests before approaching one’s ISP.” 


“For instance, we might 
talk to a certain ISP 
if we see problems at 
certain times of the 
day,” he says. 

Lahtinen believes this relationship between his 
organisation and the ISPs is one of its most valuable 
attributes for small businesses, as it enables ISPs to gain 
valuable feedback that will help them to improve their 
service. “End users shouldn't have to be bothered with 
network monitoring,” he comments. “They just need to 
know whether their ISP’s service is roughly okay.” 

But Lahtinen also acknowledges that network 
monitoring is going to become increasingly important 
as small businesses move more of their important 
applications online. “The availability of the Internet 
connection will become more and more important as 
users do more online,” he says. “But a lot of users don’t 
realise that broadband isn’t a leased line. They buy the 
service and expect a 24-hour service. That isn’t the way 
it works. You can buy 24-hour availability, but it costs.” 

Another independent performance site is YourSpeed, 
run by Numion. One of the big benefits of this site is its 
clear, easy-to-use interface. YourSpeed was developed to 
measure the real speed achieved by users when surfing 
the Internet; to do this, it sets up surfing simulation, 
factoring in things that affect surfing speed, such as other 
programs running in the background, hardware devices 
such as video and the efficiency of the web browser. 
The service also measures more than a single website, 
since YourSpeed points out that the speed of one PC’s 
connection to a single site says very little about that PC’s 
speed in connecting to other sites, due to the complex 
topology of the Internet. 

“The top speed of your car is what you boast with, 
but how long does it actually take to drive to aunt 
Emma today?” asks YourSpeed, which claims that, as it 
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Network Performance Summary: A summary report for the 
managed link. The report contains graphs for network 
utilization, network efficiency, and top 10 traffic classes. 


does more than simply measure maximum speed, its 
service is the best available for measuring how fast you 
can really surf the Internet, carrying out quick check-ups, 
tuning a computer, showing trends over time and 
comparing connection times from several different PCs. 


Bottlenecks 

If the broadband speed you're getting from several 

test checks is still poor, there are a couple of other 
factors that can be looked at. Internet connections pass 
through intermediate points, or nodes and these links 
can become overloaded or choked with traffic. It’s 
possible to measure the latency of a connection - that 
is, the time it takes for the packets of data to reach a 
remote node and get back to the original PC. This 

is measured in 
thousandths of a second, 
or milliseconds. The 
latency of consecutive 
measurements is usually 
between 40ms and 
200ms for cable modem 
and DSL broadband. If the latency measurements vary 
widely, then there may well be a problem. 

Another means of measuring performance is to look 
at packet loss. This is the percentage of packets that are 
failing to reach their destination, and so have to be 
detected and resent. Even a small packet loss will result 
in big drops in performance. Packet loss should generally 
be less than one per cent, and any figure above five 
per cent is a cause for concern. 
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Packeteer’s Application Response Time Monitor shows response 


time statistics, with information such as average delay. 
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1) Check PC settings to ensure 
that your PC is set up correctly 
to access your broadband 
service. Your ISP will have 
details of how to do this on its 
website, which will also list 
services that can interfere with 
broadband services. 


2) The service you pay for is a 
theoretical maximum speed 
which will be affected by many 
things, including the way the 
computer is configured, the 
site from which you're 
downloading, bandwidth 
contention at peak times and 
whether you're running any 
other Internet monitoring 
software, such as a firewall. 
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Purple Sun provides comparisons for ISPs against their 

competition, based on real-time data and a variety of metrics. 





Having checked all the various aspects of your 
broadband connection, you may want to bring any 
persistent problems to the attention of your ISP. In the 
increasingly-competitive broadband market, ISPs are well 
aware of the need to have their performance constantly 


checked. Technology house Purple Sun runs detailed 


3) Run an online speed test. 


checks on a large number of UK ISPs, and provides them 


with details of the kind of connection speeds being 
experienced by their customers. The firm’s ISP-I 
(pronounced eye-spy) software monitors performance 





by connecting to each ISP every 15 to 30 minutes, and 
capturing performance metrics, such as time to connect, 
connection speed, upload speed, download speed, ping 
time and DNS look-up time. 

“We can see the data in a number of different ways,” 
explains Gavin Johns, managing director of Purple Sun. 
“We can certainly see the effect of things like ISPs putting 
in new pipes, for instance, and we can set alerts for when 


performance drops below certain levels.” 

ISPs acknowledge the importance of having 
independent performance data. ISP Eclipse, which 
has been running since 1995, says it’s important for 
customers to be able to carry out their own speed checks 
via independent sites such as the ADSL Guide. Eclipse 
has also just launched its own broadband status checker. 
Somewhat ironically, this is so far only a phone-based 
system, but it does provide a way for customers to check 


“We can certainly see the effect of things 
like ISPs putting in new pipes, and we 
can set alerts for when performance 
drops below certain levels.” 


whether their ADSL line is 
being affected by an 
outage, as well as providing 
information about planned 
engineering works that will 
affect broadband services. 
“We're receiving that 

information from BT 


and we can pass that information on to customers,” 
explains Jomie Carmichael, director of Eclipse. “The aim 
is to improve our service. Eventually, we want to make 
this part of the overall service, rather than a separate 
number.” Carmichael says the trial status checker service 
has had a good response. “A lot of customers are giving 
us very good feedback,” she adds. 

This illustrates the point that most small business 
users want easy-to-use tools that will give them 
information about their existing online performance, and 
enable them to optimise that performance. There are a 
number of ways to go about this. As yet, few of the large 
network performance vendors are providing cut-down 
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US software supplier Kissco provides an optimisation module 
as part of its Broadband Wizard package. 
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versions of their enterprise software for small business 
users, mainly because of the problem that there’s no QoS 
available. But a number of tools have been developed for 
smaller businesses. These include the ability to optimise 
the available broadband bandwidth, in some cases by 
compressing data over the connection. 

“The first thing is that the tool needs to recognise 
the application,” explains Hockaday, of Packeteer, which 
provides bandwidth management software. “A traditional 
router sitting on a WAN can recognise an application by 
its port number. Web traffic, for instance, uses port 80. 
The router tries to prioritise the traffic based on port 
numbers - but a lot of applications use port 80.” 

So, in order to check more fully what type of 
application is running over the network, Packeteer’s 
software will look inside the packets of data themselves. 
“You have to look carefully into the packet, and once that 
has been seen, it’s possible to control the traffic,” says 
Hockaday. This involves allocating guaranteed amounts 
of bandwidth to specific types of applications, such as 
voice. Hockaday points out, however, that this doesn’t 
make applications run any faster; it simply guarantees 
priority over the bandwidth to specific applications. “It is 
actual bandwidth management,” he says. “We do have 
competition, but it’s mostly from people who just say put 
more bandwidth over the link.” 


Compressed yet? 
To optimise bandwidth further, compression is needed. 
There are several specialist compression software houses, 
including Perebit and Expand Networks. “We're seeing 
more uptake of these tools,” comments Keith Reading, 
managing director of Unified Networks, which sells 
Perebit software in the UK. “Perebit compresses both data 
and voice, so if you have a 500kbps line, you're effectively 
doubling the capacity. For small companies using the 
Internet just for email and so on, Perebit is a dream. You 
can put a Perebit box on either end of the link, compress 
the traffic and get a whole lot more out of the WAN. It 
does justify the cost and it’s easy to use, which is very 
important to small businesses.” With Perebit systems 
costing upwards of £1,200, not every small business will 
be investing in one, but Reading believes the cost is 
worth it for the benefits it delivers, compared with other 
compression systems that are aimed at large enterprises. 
The subject of broadband optimisation may seem 
complex, but there are lots of tools out there to help, and 
there’s plenty of advice available. PCP 
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and occasionally a digital 
security consultant 


Data 


protection acts 


Are you doing all you can to keep your data safe? Richard Wentk 
explains the latest thinking in back-up techniques and technologies 


nless you're planning professional suicide, you'll 
| already have a pretty good back-up regime in 

place. If you don’t, then now would be a good 
time to start considering one. Surveys repeatedly show 
that very few companies that lose all their data are still 
trading a year later - and data loss can take many forms. 
If your office burns down and you lose all your paperwork 
and electronic data at the same time, and you don’t have 
back-ups of at least the latter, you may as well call in the 
receivers immediately. 

Recent developments in storage costs and technologies 
mean that traditional dump-to-tape techniques may no 
longer be the most efficient or cost-effective option for 
users of small networks. Its a common mistake to 
assume that back-ups are made merely to save data. In 
fact, back-ups are done to save both time and money. 

It’s true that data is where the value is, but it’s a mistake 
to assume that all data is equally valuable, or that it 
should cost the same amount to maintain. If the total 
cost of storage and restoration in time and money 
exceeds the value of the data - and this can mean 
something as simple as finding that it takes longer to 
restore a system from tape than it would to reinstall 
Windows, Office XP and some development tools from 
scratch — then the back-up regime is an inefficient one 
and needs to be redesigned. 


Archives or back-ups? 

Let’s look at some of the issues. There are really two 
different kinds of back-up, and each has different 
requirements. Archives are ideal for data that you may 
want to restore at some point in the future, but don’t 
require immediate access to. An archive may be the sole 





The ultimate 
back-up — but you 
don’t have to go 
to the lengths of 
aircraft makers to 
protect your data. 


Corbis 


remaining copy of the archived data, so reliability is a 
major consideration here, and for true mission-critical 
archiving you may want to consider duplication, that is, 
keeping multiple copies of archived files on separate 
media. Related to this kind of backing-up is the idea of 
off-site and on-site archiving. Where restoration time isn’t 
a pressing issue, the most successful strategy is to keep 
archives on removable media at the safest premises you 
can. This may mean a firesafe or machine room in your 
own building, or perhaps a bank safety deposit box. 
Security is of course an important factor here, and any 
commercially-sensitive information in an archive may 
need to be encrypted. 
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RAID ALTERNATIVE 


RAID 1, which runs two 
identical file structures in 
parallel over two disks, can be 
thought of as a very simple 
and easy to use back-up tool. 
But it does have drawbacks. 
MTBF (Mean Time Between 
Failure) on hard drives from 
the same batch is often very 
similar. So if one drive ina 
RAID pair fails, the chances of 
another failing soon after are 
better than is usually realised, 
so both drives need to be 
replaced if one fails. The other 
issue is that RAID suffers from 
the same vulnerabilities as 
disk cloning — that is, a total 
hardware failure or an on-site 
disaster can take both disks 
with it. So it's not as safe as, 
or a replacement for, other 
back-up strategies. 
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Storage needs will vary considerably, depending on the 
amount of data and the chosen back-up method. 


One last point is that data densities can cover a wide 
range, from very high to very low. An archive of emails 
may only need a few megabytes, while a video project 
may stretch to tens of gigabytes. At the enterprise level, a 
complete network archive may require tens of terabytes. 
These considerations have implications for the kinds of 
hardware you'll be choosing. 

Another rationale for archiving is to save a project 
once it’s finished, in order to free-up system resources. 
You have a choice of creating a snapshot of the project at 
that moment, with all the working files in their pre-build 
state, or you can archive a bare bones collection of source 


Alamy 


information that can be used to rebuild the project again 
- such as an edit list and a set of source clips for a video, 
but not pre-rendered footage. The latter is less demanding 
of archive space, but you'll need to budget some of your 
time on restoration. The former is obviously easier, but 
may take longer at the save stage. An ideal archival 
format would make all working files available instantly 
when a project is restored. For smaller projects this is 
perfectly possible with disk-based systems. Larger data 
volumes require a streamed tape-based solution. 
Back-ups, in contrast to archives, are considered 
essential and mission critical, and are intended to rescue 
you from data loss right away. The core competency 
requirement is restoration time, which ideally needs to be 
immediate, or a matter of minutes at most. A back-up 
system should be able to restore the current state of all 
project files, or all files that define the system environment, 
or ideally both. There’s a trade-off here between a full 
enterprise-level back-up solution, which may be able to 
work around data loss completely and transparently by 
protecting information with various physical and virtual 
levels of redundancy, and a small network, which may 
only be able to take regular back-up snapshots, perhaps 
on a rolling basis to make sure that there’s protection 
against data loss that may not be immediately apparent. 





Back-up software 


What features does back-up software need? There are two types of tools — or rather, two different but complementary 
requirements. Image cloning is the ideal procedure, but some products include both facilities in the same package 
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Ghost’s image cloning software enables cloning 
over a USB or even a printer port connection. 
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Dantz Retrospect is a capable but somewhat 
old-fashioned solution by today’s standards. 
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Image cloning makes an exact byte-level copy of a 
disk, either to disk or — less frequently — to tape. 
This is the ideal procedure for system back-ups, 
although it can also be used for project back-ups 
and archives. The advantage of cloning a system 
partition to an internal drive is that in case of failure 
the old disk can be swapped out and replaced with 
the new disk quickly. File copying is often faster, 
but may be less reliable because of the open file 
problem — that is, open files may not be copied 
properly. Some packages ignore this issue, which 
more or less guarantees that any back-up or 
archive they create will be incomplete. Others 
tackle it directly, either as a built-in feature or as an 
optional extra; anyone who wants reliable back- 
ups would be unwise to use anything else. Both 
image cloning and file copying may include an 
optional level of verification which checks that 
whatever is on the back-up medium has been 
copied accurately. 

Scheduling and scripting facilities that specify 
what's going to be backed up, and when, typically 
support these basic operations. At their simplest 
these run a general back-up at a regular interval, 
but for the most efficient operation you need to be 
able to specify different kinds of back-up jobs, and 
run them at differing intervals. Enterprise-level 
products may add more sophisticated tools — 
including real-time mirroring, which makes sure 
that the back-up medium holds an accurate 
snapshot of the working environment — and 
support for various database and proprietary data 
formats. These can be hooked into a commercial 


database built with SQL or Microsoft Exchange 
Standard, a Novell product, or some other industry 
standard format, and add a level of abstraction 
that works within these environments, eliminating 
the need to specify explicit paths to the files and 
folders that need to be protected. More esoteric 
features that become useful at the enterprise level 
include support for back-ups using FTP or TCP/IP 
for remote server access, the ability to intelligently 
handle file timestamps on different machines in 
different time zones, and byte level back-up which 
offers significant potential speed savings. Other 
possible features include automatically-generated 
email reports, network bandwidth sensitivity — 
which scales down back-up operations when the 
network is busy to give higher priority to more 
important traffic, and restore-and-continue after a 
service interruption. 


The manual option 
The cheapest option is not to use any tools at all, 
but to do manual folder copying. This can work 
surprisingly well for very small project back-ups 
and occasional system-setting back-ups (it won't 
be able to do a full system restore). But software 
tends to remember when you might not, so adding 
automation makes data recovery much more likely. 
Microsoft's own back-up tool is built into Windows 
XP (Explore|Choose a disk|Properties|Tools|Back- 
up) and offers a bare minimum of features, but 
may still be worth investigation by anyone who 
wants a very simple, minimum-fuss solution. 

In the image cloning market, the two main 


Space and time 

This trade-off is defined by issues of space and time - 
or more explicitly, by data volume and increment time. 
These two parameters apply to both back-ups and 
archives. To assess volume and increment timings you 
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enterprises include PCs that have system disks with a 
standard OS and an office suite installed by the 
manufacturer. The contents of these system partitions 
take up only a few GB and rarely, if ever, change. So a 
back-up and restore process for system data may need a 





DOS AND DON'TS 


Don't... 

E Assume that the easiest 
answer is to buy a big tape 
drive and an off-the-shelf 
back-up suite 

E Lump all files together 
during back-ups, or assume 
they're all equally valuable 

E Hope that optical media 
will last forever 

E Lose track of removable 


need to consider how frequently your data changes, and 
what levels of throughput your network is dealing with. 

A DVD-mastering studio may find that it only produces 
a terabyte or two of data a month; a small accountancy 


possible requirements. 


practice will be more likely to produce a few gigabytes. 


At the enterprise level, data volumes for commercial and 
financial databases may run into hundreds of gigabytes 
or even terabytes daily, and back-up cycles may be 
required on an hourly basis - or may simply repeat as 
often as the network allows. In between there are mid-to- 
high volume projects, such as shopping carts and web- 
ordering systems. These may need to deal with tens 
to thousands of orders a day, and need to be able to 
survive a catastrophic system failure without any data 
loss. Inventory control systems, especially those linked 
to the Internet, have similar requirements. ‘Hot’ back-up 
strategies such as RAID (see box on opposite page) are a 
good solution for these kinds of high-volume back-up jobs. 
There’s also the issue of system back-ups. These are 
a special case and need to be looked at separately. Many 
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Peer’s Save-N-Sync range is simple, effective and 
boasts an impressively-long list of corporate users. 


contenders are Ghost (£45) and Drive Image (£40), 
both now owned by Symantec (www.symantec. 
com). Partition Magic (£50), also owned by 
Symantec, follows along behind, but the current 
version lacks support for the most recent large 
external disks, which limits its usefulness. Both 
Ghost and Drive Image include network support. 
Ghost is the more low-end product, and only 
includes cloning features, but it does enable 
cloning over a USB or even a printer port 


TOSEMITE 


The big plus of Tapeware from Yosemite is its 
multiplatform support for Linux variants and Novell. 








System back-ups 


connection, and also direct image cloning to a 
DVD. Drive Image is more of a hybrid product, and 
blends cloning with file-based back-ups with an 
automation. Although popular with administrators 
on smaller networks, its feature-set is minimal 
compared with true enterprise-level solutions. 
Moving up-market, there's a battle between 
solutions that make a point of pitching themselves 
at the professional and enterprise levels, and those 
which are perhaps less well-known and cheaper, 
but which may offer similar, or even better, 
functionality. In the first camp are ‘name’ products 
like those from Dantz (www.dantz.com) Veritas 
(www.veritas.com) and Yosemite (www. 
yosemitetechnologies.com). Dantz Retrospect 
is available in a range of configurations from 
desktop to server and prices from £50 to £1,500. 
Retrospect is a capable but somewhat old- 
fashioned solution by today’s standards, and even 
the high end variants lack the tools to make it a 
true enterprise solution. 


Peerless solution 
Veritas offers a variant on Backup Exec, an 
old Symantec product, for small networks and 
database environments for between £300 to £500, 
depending on configuration, and the NetBackup 
product for enterprise-level solutions between 
£1,500 and £3,000. Both are sophisticated 
solutions with features such as web-based remote 
control. Yosemite also offers a range from single- 
seat to server solutions of its Tapeware product. 
Tapeware’s big plus is its multiplatform support 
for Linux variants and Novell as well as Windows. 

In the second camp are small-scale products 
like Double Image (www. hostinterface.com), 
GrBakPro (www. grsoftware.net), and the 
freeware Bacula (www.bacula.net) — low-cost 
solutions from small companies that can't offer 
professional-level support, but may be a cheap 
option for adventurous administrators. 

So is there an overall best of breed? All the 


much slower cycle time than protection of transactional 
or project data. For a clearer picture, there follows a more 
detailed analysis of the properties of some of the different 


These include the OS and other installed software tools. 
In an enterprise it’s possible to avoid regular system 
back-ups and archiving altogether. If OS and working 
software are at all standardised across a department or 
company, it can be enough to capture a snapshot of a 
working partition and use that as the restore template 
for most of the PCs on the network. This approach 
works best if working data, including email and other 
information, can be kept on a separate partition 
away from the OS and any installed software. This 
solution may need some initial setting up, but can save 
plenty of time if there’s a major failure. It does have a 
drawback in that individual user settings are lost; this 
Main text continued on page 120 








media so you can't find 
what you need when 
you need it 


Do... 

E Analyse your back-up 
and archive requirements 
separately and use different 
strategies, and perhaps 
different hardware, for each 

E Make sure you have a good 
off-site strategy, so your 
business information can 
survive a major catastrophe 

E Consider media lifetimes 
and forward and backward- 
compatibility when 
choosing both hardware 
and software 

E Consider a networked, or 
even a wireless networked, 
back-up farm solution for a 
smaller business 
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Small-scale products like Double Image, above 
and Bacula, below, offer low-cost solutions. 
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above are competent at back-up management. 
But Peer Software's (www.peersoftware.com) 
Save-N-Sync and Peer-Sync range is simple, 
effective, and has an impressively-long list of 
corporate users. Peer’s products cover the whole 
range of requirements, from desktop back-up to 
enterprise-level automation, at good prices — from 
£16 for the budget solution to around £550 for an 
enterprise-level solution. E 


Next month we'll feature a 
Labs group test on software 
suites for all your back-up 
needs — issue 218 on sale 
9 June 2004 
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Back-up hardware 





We take a look at some of the best products covering the entire spectrum of back-up requirements 


Small business and 
home use products 


LaCie d2 500GB FireWire Drive 
Price: £418 (£356 ex VAT) 
Info: www.lacie.com 


At a mighty 500GB, with FireWire and USB 2.0, 
this provides a huge bang for the buck compared 
with budget tape solutions. There's very little to 
say here in terms of features, because aside from 
the attractive blue LED/power switch on the front 
there aren't any. There's a wall-wart power supply 
though, but if you get through a lot of these 
drives you can keep just the one permanently 
installed. The box itself is slim, light and easily 
stackable, with optional rack mounting. And while 
it's bigger than any tape cartridge it also has 
more uncompressed capacity than most. With 2:1 
data compression you should have no problem 
squeezing a terabyte into it. 

If there's a downside it's that Windows 
sometimes has issues with external FireWire 
drives, and directory integrity doesn't quite seem 
perfect. You can solve the problem by setting up 
a task to run CHKDISK regularly, and doing this 
will help ensure data doesn't go missing. That 
aside, unless you're producing more than a few 
terabytes of data a year, a collection of these 
drives will give you cheaper access and faster 
restore times than a large enterprise tape system. 


Maxtor One Touch 300GB 
Price: £228 (£194 ex VAT) 
Info: www.maxtor.com 


The budget version of the LaCie is ideal for small 
business and home use. The drive spins at 
5400rpm rather than the d2's 7200rpm, so 
transfer rates aren't quite as fast. But you get a 
similar ability to produce back-ups, and almost 
as much storage. The unit comes with its own 
OneTouch back-up tool, although this is a very 
basic solution designed for home use, and can't 
seriously be used in a corporate environment. 
Like the d2, these disks are cheap enough to 
offer a good and fast alternative to tape systems. 
Also like the d2, USB 2.0 and FireWire are both 
supported. As with tape, if you unplug these 
drives, treat them as self-contained high-volume 
removable cartridges and store them carefully, 
the information should last for decades. The 
economics mean that you would need to build a 
sizeable collection before a large tape system 
would offer lower operating costs. And, as with 
any disk-based system, speedy restore times 
offer the best possible overall performance. But 
issues with powered-up reliability suggest that it 





Sony DRX-530UL DVD+/-RW drive offers 
a good solution for low-volume back-ups. 
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might not be wise to run these (or any) drives 
as an online back-up/archive farm 24x7 without 
including redundancy and hot swapping — 
something that FireWire currently can't handle. 


Sony DRX-530UL DVD+/-RW Drive 
Price: £222 (£189 ex VAT) 
Info: www.mediabysony.com 


A good solution for low-volume back-ups, the 
Sony drive wins over its competitors by being 
designed for added reliability. Actual error rates 
depend on the physical media used, and if you 
don’t want to lose your data it's a good idea not 
to go for the false economy of using the cheapest 
writeable DVDs you can find. With good-quality 
media this drive should give you fewer problems 
than a more affordable, but less aggressively 
over-engineered drive. As an external unit, it can 
also be moved to where it's needed. Connections 
are via USB 2.0 and FireWire. With 8x DVD burning 
it can archive 4.7GB of files in around 15 minutes. 
The ultimate durability of writeable DVD media 
has yet to be proven — and it’s well known that 
some CD media already suffer from longevity 
issues — so it's perhaps not a good idea to use 
writeable DVDs for long-term archiving. But 
DVD+/-RWs are a good choice for low volume 
daily personal or small group project back-ups. 


Networked business 
and enterprise products 


HP Dat 72e Tape Drive 
Price: £775 (£660 ex VAT) 
Info: www.hp.com 


The DAT (or DDS) tape format is a reliable archival 
option for companies that don't have enterprise- 
sized budgets or volume requirements, but need 
something more dependable than entry-level. The 
tapes themselves use a very small form factor 
(comparable, but not quite identical, to a miniDV 
camcorder tape), which unfortunately means the 
plastic casing isn’t the last word in robustness; 
some physical care needs to be taken to avoid 
accidental damage. 

The data transfer rate of 11GB/hr is less than 
blistering, but the drive is still a good choice for 
daily overnight project archiving, for either a 
standalone PC or connected via a PC to a 
network. Connection is via SCSI LVD. This HP 
model has a MTBF of 400,000 hours, which 
makes it one of the more reliable models 
available, and the drive will give its best return 
on investment when used daily. As with most 
tape drives, the full capacity — in this case 
72GB - is only available when using the built-in 
compression algorithms to pack in data at a ratio of 
2:1. For anyone worried about the slight reduction 
in reliability this causes, it's also possible to use 
uncompressed native mode with a 36GB capacity. 


Sony TSL-SA500C AIT2 4 Tape Autoloader 
Price: £3,760 (£3,200 ex VAT) 
Info: www.storagebysony.com 


The AIT format was originally hailed as DAT's 
successor, but what seems to have happened 
instead is that the format has carved out a 





Sony TSL-SA500C AIT2 4 Tape Autoloader offers 
up to 520GB of storage across its four tapes. 


niche for itself in the mid-level network support 
market. Its small size and high data density of 
up to 130GB on each tape means that physical 
storage requirements are smaller than for other 
formats. And Sony has a roadmap in place 
which means that backwards compatibility with 
older AIT formats will be maintained in more 
advanced future AIT drives until at least the 

end of the century. 

This product is a high-volume four tape 
autoloader library product — tapes are loaded 
into a caddy before insertion — offering up to 
520GB across four tapes with AIT’s own 2.6:1 
compression. Transfer rates of up to 54GB/hr 
are possible. Connection is via SCSI LVD or SE. As 
an autoloader, tape access is serial rather than 
parallel, but random access seek times of 75s or 
less are specified, based partly on AIT's unique 
directory chip which is built into each tape case. 
A MTBF of 225,000 hours makes this unit suitable 
for daily work, and Sony's three-year warranty 
offers optional advance replacement if 
diagnostics reveal that failure is imminent. 


Dell PowerVault 136T LTO-2 
Price: From £12,925 (£11,000 ex VAT) 
Info: www.dell.com 


This enterprise-level system can be bought with 
anywhere between one and six LTO-2 drives, at 
prices between £11,000 and £35,000 depending 
on configuration. The installed drives are capable 
of working in series or parallel to provide up to 
29TB of storage. Transfer rates can reach as high 
as 1.5TB/hour. 

Drives can be connected to a server via U160 
SCSI cards. Each can connect three tape units, so 
two cards are needed for a six-drive installation. 
The PowerVault also includes true enterprise-level 
connectivity, and can be linked to a Storage Area 
Network via a fiber channel switch using fiber 
channel 2, and an optional GBIC electronic to 
optical fibre converter. Speed and reliability of 
the LTO-2 tape format are both excellent, and the 
small form factor of the tapes makes physical 
storage straightforward, both on and off-site. 

Dell's strategy is to market this as an enterprise 
solution designed to work with either Yosemite 
or Veritas back-up tools, either of which can be 
bundled at purchase, but of course other software 
solutions can be used instead. While the unit cost 
may seem high, it's an efficient and cost-effective 
enterprise solution, because of the high speed 
and surprisingly low cost per GB. 


TAPE TYPES 


There are more than 20 
different tape types and 
variants available. As a back- 
up technology, there's more 
of an interest in maintaining 
backwards compatibility in 
new designs. This means 
that very old and very new 
technology is available in the 
market at the same time. 

Travan or QIC tapes are the 
least successful format. With 
a maximum capacity of 40GB 
and a drive cost of around 
£250, they're not particularly 
cheap. They're also slow, and 
not famed for their reliability. 
DAT is a more dependable, but 
also slightly old-fashioned 
format that’s still widely used 
in the mid-range, with typical 
capacities of 70GB and drive 
costs of around £650. 

For a smaller business, AIT 
is the middle of the mid-range 
formats, with capacities of up 
to 250GB and a drive cost of 
around £1,500. Media prices 
vary between £10 and £40. 
Because tape is a streamed 
sequential format that can't 
offer true random access it's 
ideal for archiving, but less 
useful for random back-ups. 
Transfer speeds vary from a 
few MB/s to a few tens of 
MB/s. But the streamed nature 
means these figures can be 
misleading. If data isn't 
arranged intelligently, or a 
selective restore is required, a 
tape will have to fast-forward 
and rewind at random, which 
can be a potentially time- 
consuming process. 

At the enterprise end, there's 
a big price jump. Drives that 
use DLT, SDLT, LTO and 
Exabyte's unique Mammoth 
format are all pitched around 
the £3,000 to £4,000 mark for 
single units. Capacities range 
from 150GB, to 600GB for the 
very newest SDLT models. 
Transfer rates can be up to a 
few GB/s. Some of these 
types, such as DLT and SDLT, 
include parallel tracks to speed 
access times; data is written 
on one track to the end, then 
the tape reverses and data is 
written to the next track, then 
it reverses again, and so on. 
At the very high end, many 
of these tape types can be 
combined into multi-tape 
changers, which work either 
in serial (with automatic tape 
loading and unloading) or in 
parallel with multiple drives. 
The largest of these offer 
potentially very large single- 
run back-up capacities of tens 
or even hundreds of terabytes. 
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may cause outrage in some environments, but may 

be acceptable in others, and a back-up administrator 
needs to decide whether or not there’s a good business 
case for saving user settings on a regular basis. 

Home and small business users will of course need 
to be more proactive, as their system partitions are more 
likely to change as software is installed and removed. 
Home PCs can benefit from a regular weekly system 
back-up cycle, while small business PCs can usually 
survive with monthly back-ups. An intelligent alternative 
is to make system back-ups demand-driven, and perform 
them after software updates and installations. 

Other data includes downloads of music, photo 
collections, web bookmarks and the other detritus that 
clogs up any PC. None are likely to be mission-critical, 
which means archiving can be done occasionally at a 
convenient time. But it should still be done, especially for 
information such as software updates and patches that it 
would be time-consuming to download again. 


Project back-ups 

Project back-ups and archives deal with very specific and 
well-defined collections of information. Update rates are 
likely to be high, volumes may vary from small to large, 
and daily back-ups may be required. The key point here 
is that a viable back-up has to be able to restore all the 
files in the project, in whatever state they’re in. The 
simplest way to make this possible is to keep projects 
within a tightly-defined working storage space on disk, 
and to enforce the use of these spaces across a network. 
File and directory sprawl is a major evil, and needs to be 
avoided if back-ups are to be done efficiently. 


Enterprise back-ups 

Enterprise back-ups and archives can seem like a law 
unto themselves, but in practice use the same principles, 
with added parallelism. System back-ups can be handled 
with multiple instances of the same back-up routine, 
copying either to hardware inside each PC, or perhaps to 
a central storage server. Project back-ups can be handled 
in a similar way, but may use a different back-up tool. 
The most significant difference is that the volume of 

data involved will be much higher, and deciding whether 
or not to centralise, or give each workstation its own 
back-up hardware, becomes more of an issue. 

One popular approach at the enterprise level combines 
speed with long-term reliability in a two-stage solution. 
The first level is a disk-based back-up server - this may 
be a single machine, or a small storage network - which 
continually records updated information from individual 
working PCs, or the main enterprise servers, or both. 
Note that, unlike other enterprise servers, the job of the 
back-up server is to mirror the current information on the 
network; it’s not used actively in transactions. This level 
of protection can provide a very fast restart time if there’s 
a system failure. 

The second level of protection copies snapshots of 
information from this server to a tape archive at some 
useful increment time. Large enterprise systems like these 
use exotic, very high-performance hardware and complex 
system configurations to both use and back up their data. 
A Storage Area Network offers a semi-centralised storage 
location, and may include a number of Network Attached 
Storage (NAS) devices. Connections are likely to be via 
very fast fibre optics, and some systems offer a level of 
virtualisation that simulates a familiar file structure while 
hiding the various archiving, maintenance and 
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Drives that use Exabyte’s unique Mammoth format range in 
Capacity from 150GB to 600GB for the newest SDLT models. 


restoration operations going on behind the scenes. With 
six or seven-figure investment requirements in hardware 
costs alone, these systems are too expensive for smaller 
business. However, it’s possible to use some enterprise- 
level ideas to manage smaller networks more effectively. 
Because the cost of tape storage is relatively high, smaller 
businesses may find that it’s possible to create a cheaper 
version of the same system for lower-volume work by 
archiving to individual external and removable hard 
disks connected to a storage/back-up PC. For a less 
centralised approach on a small network, these disks can 
be attached to individual PCs, each of which can back up 
and also archive the information created by perhaps one 
to five users. For a very low volume/low cost solution, it’s 
even possible to write individual snapshot back-ups to 
DVD, instead of tape or disk. 

An increasingly popular option is the back-up farm, 
which offers one or more storage media in one or more 
PCs. (For a very small business it can make sense to 
re-use an old PC for this rather than throw it out). A more 
complex, but still very workable, solution is to keep the 
back-up farm either wholly or partially off-site, connected 
via a wireless network. For a home user this could mean 
keeping the spare PC in the garage or even in a shed at 
the end of the garden. For a professional network, the 
back-up machine can be placed anywhere where access 
is convenient. Some neighbourly companies even have 
reciprocal arrangements where they keep back-up servers 
in each other’s machine rooms, connected via Wi-Fi. The 
companies don’t have to share networks or information; 
all that’s required is some space and a power connection. 
The advantage of using a remote, if neighbouring, 
location like this is that it provides some security against 
fire and theft threats to the main premises. 


Putting it all together 

By now it should be clear why the general-purpose 
run-tape-and-forget strategy isn’t an ideal solution for 
archives and back-ups across a network. A more informed 
approach needs to distinguish between data types, volume 
and time increments, and the basic distinction of highly- 
accessible back-ups with less-demanding archiving. A 
successful strategy also needs to be able to handle project 
archiving intelligently, with or without support files. 

So, as we’ve hinted already, a flexible approach will 
explicitly distinguish between these different kinds of 
data and their differing requirements, and use different 
strategies — perhaps even different hardware - for each 
one. The goal here is to create the most efficient overall 
solution, at the cost of some extra thought while setting 
up or renewing a network. This work won't be wasted; 
even on a small network, some thought at the design 
stage can have a big impact on total cost of ownership 
and hence the bottom line, and may even bring a 
business back from a near-death experience. PCP 
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If you want to see the future of computing, think small. Gary Marshall 
looks at how hardware — from PCs to PDAs -— Is getting smaller and smarter 


to be gorgeous. Tiny hard disks will deliver serious 

storage, PDAs will pack ever-more-powerful 
processors, and the rise of Bluetooth and Wi-Fi will 
deliver Internet access wherever you may roam. And 
that’s just the beginning; laptops are losing weight, PCs 
are holding hands with home entertainment devices, 
and even the dumbest devices are building up their 
microscopic muscles. 

We've already come a very long way. Just 10 years 
ago, a 1GB hard disk was a thing of wonder that would 
cost a few months’ wages; today, you can buy a 40GB 
MP3 player that’s smaller than a cigarette packet for £300, 
or a 1GB microdrive - the size of a postage stamp - for 
£100. In a little over a decade, desktop processors have 
gone from 100MHz to more than 3GHz. These days 
laptop batteries no longer die after an hour of use, and 
mobile phones boast more features than early PCs. If you 
could take a 2004-spec laptop, PDA or phone back in 
time to the early 1990s, you’d probably be called a witch 
and burned at the stake. 

The relentless drive to pack more processing power, 
storage and connectivity into ever-smaller form factors 
is changing the way in which we use computers, and is 
enabling manufacturers to develop all kinds of innovative 
devices, some of which are likely to be runaway successes 
and others which appear doomed to failure. Over the 
next few pages we'll discover just what’s on the horizon 
— and where it could take us. 


| f small is beautiful, then the next few years are going 


Small storage 

Of all the trends in computing, storage capacity is one 

of the most important - and fastest-evolving. Hard disk 
capacities have increased dramatically, while prices have 
fallen: according to research firm IDC, the price per 
gigabyte of storage was $138 (£90) in 1996, and it will 
drop to $0.52 (£0.34) by 2005. 

One reason for the falling price of storage is 
that manufacturers are getting better at cramming 
data onto disks. IDC reports that in 1993 the 
average data density on hard disks was 1.3 
gigabytes per square inch; by 2005, it predicts that 
the figure will rise to 154 gigabytes per square inch. 
Increasing hard disk densities mean that the typical 
storage space available in desktop PCs, notebooks 
and servers will increase dramatically, but it also 
makes it possible to create high-capacity drives with 
very small form factors, such as Toshiba’s forthcoming 
3GB microdrive, which will be just 2.1cm in size. Such 
microdrives are at the heart of current MP3 players, and 
are likely to be included in future PDAs too. 

Memory capacity has increased dramatically too - 
particularly flash memory. 512MB SD and CF cards are 
now commonplace, and memory manufacturer Sandisk 
(www.sandisk. com) has announced a 4GB Compact 
Flash card. Initial prices for these are expected to be 
around £600 to £900, but they’re likely to fall very 
quickly. Alternatively you can buy a 1GB IBM 
Microdrive in a CF form factor for about £120. 


Sony's Clié range is at the 
cutting edge of PDA design. 
The PEG NZ90 has a 

2-megapixel digital 
, camera, integrated 

Bluetooth and a port 
for a Wi-Fi adaptor. 
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They were going to change 
the world, but they didn't... 


Biometric ID cards 

Bill Gates reckons that one 
day we'll carry medical 
information, ID and virtual 
money in a single microchip. 
So far only David Blunkett 
seems to think that it’s a 
good idea. 


Smart Displays 

The price of a laptop and the 

weight of a desktop. Brilliant. 
Microsoft canned its wireless 
Smart Displays in December. 


Videophones 

Every few years were told 
videophones are the future 
of communications, but the 
public seems unconvinced. 


Microsoft Bob 

What was Microsoft thinking? 
Bob was a disaster — but 

its legacy lives on in the 
shape of Clippy, Office's 
irritating paperclip. 


Segway Human Transporter 
The Segway was going to 
be ‘bigger than the Internet’. 
It's a scooter! 





When it comes to grabbing 
the Nanotech headlines, 
microscopic guitars tend to get 
more attention than smart dust. 
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Another type of storage that’s getting smaller is 
the USB flash drive. Japanese manufacturer Adtec 
(www.adtec.co.jp) has started to ship a new range of 
super-slim USB products with capacities of up to 512MB, 
and dimensions of just 18x43x2.8mm. 

Even old media is getting in on the act. Sony has 
announced that its new HD MiniDisc format will store 
1GB of data per disc, which is equivalent to 40 hours of 
music; current MiniDiscs can hold just 80 minutes. Sony 
hopes the new format will help it compete with the rise of 
hard disk- and flash memory-based MP3 players, 
although we suspect that the move is too little, too late. 


The little big picture 
While we can store more data in smaller spaces than 
ever before, we can also squeeze more information into 
each and every megabyte. Advances in compression 
technology - particularly in video - are behind the rise 
of Flash memory-based camcorders and personal video 
recorders such as Sky+. Sanyo Fisher’s FVD-C1 
camcorder (www.fisherav. com/FVD-C1.htm) is a 
good example of compression in action. Using MPEG-4 
video compression it can store 30 minutes of high-quality 
video on a 512MB SD card, or an hour on the new 1GB 
SD card - and the camcorder packs a 3.2 megapixel lens 
and a colour LCD in a package just seven centimetres 
wide and 11 centimetres tall. 

While camcorders are shrinking in size, digital 
cameras are getting ever-more sophisticated. Early digital 





Gateway’s US living 
room system. Is it a 
Hi-Fi or a PC? 


cameras struggled to reach a resolution of one megapixel, 
but current mid-range models start at two megapixels 
and rise to 4 megapixels. If that’s not detailed enough for 
you, FujiFilm has developed a twenty megapixel camera 
- although it will set you back around £20,000 and you'll 
have to import it from Japan. 

Mobile phone cameras are improving too. Most 
current models have basic VGA cameras, but this year 
more and more phones will boast megapixel cameras. In 
Japan, Sharp has released a 2-megapixel camera phone 
which, bizarrely, also includes a utility that can translate 
a dog’s bark into human language! 


Power in your pocket 

The lines between PDAs and phones are becoming 
increasingly blurred, with a growing number of phones 
using Windows-style operating systems, and a growing 
number of PDAs including integrated cameras. Sony’s 
current crop of Clié PDAs (www.sony.co.uk) is an 
excellent example of the trend in action; the PEG 
NZ90’s clamshell case hides a miniature keyboard, a 
2-megapixel camera, integrated Bluetooth and a port 
for a Wi-Fi adaptor. Sony also plans to release a PDA 
with an OLED (Organic Light Emitting Diode) display 
later this year; OLED displays are brighter, clearer, 
thinner and use less power than traditional TFTs, and it 
appears that Sony has managed to find a way around 
the manufacturing problems that to date have made it 
difficult to produce such displays in bulk. 


How science fiction is becoming science fact 


In the thriller Prey, Michael Crichton tells 
of intelligent dust that goes mad and 
tries to eat people. While current 
developments aren't quite so scary, 
scientists really are working on 
microscopic machines that could 
be used for surveillance, climate 
monitoring and even computer memory. 
The key is nanotechnology, which 
experts hope will one day result in tiny 
machines that build other machines, or 
which could act as magic bullets in the 
fight against diseases. While most 
nanotechnology headlines have been 
the result of stunts such as microscopic 
guitars, researchers are starting to make 
key breakthroughs; in Israel, scientists 
have found a way to make electronic 
transistors that assemble themselves 
by manipulating DNA molecules. 
Although we're still at the very early 
stages of nanotechnology — a nanotech 


PC is years, if not decades, in the future 
— discoveries are coming thick and fast. 
Until recently nanotech transistors had 
to be cooled to near Absolute Zero, but 
Dutch researchers have found a way to 
create nanotech transistors that operate 
at room temperatures. 

Meanwhile, in the US, Nantero 
(www.nantero.com) believes that 
nanotech memory chips could store 
10 gigabits of data, operate at faster 
speeds than existing memory 
technologies and retain their contents 
when powered down. According to 
New Scientist magazine (www.new 
scientist.com), such chips could be 
commercially available within as little 
as three years. The same technology 
could also revolutionise buildings; 
carbon nanotubes — sheets of carbon 
just one molecule thick — are the 
building blocks of nanotechnology, and 


they're 1,000 times stronger than steel. 
Nanotechnology could also help to 
improve ‘smart dust’ — tiny sensor chips 
that could be used for anything from 
patient monitoring in hospitals to 
battlefield intelligence. Such devices are 
tiny microelectromechanical sensors 
(MEMS for short), and current models 
are around the size of a grain of rice; 
nanotechnology could make MEMS that 
are smaller than a grain of sand. While 
individual MEMS aren't particularly 
smart, put them together and they 
start communicating wirelessly with 
one another. The army could use 
clouds of smart dust to monitor enemy 
movements; more prosaically, smart 
dust could help traffic lights become 
more intelligent by monitoring 
congestion, and changing the light 
sequences accordingly. See www. 
dust-inc.com for more details. I 
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Sony's concept for the forthcoming PlayStation Portable (PSP), 
due for release later this year, combines mobile gaming with 
audio and video playback. 


Thanks to the explosion in the popularity of Wi-Fi, 
you can expect to see lots of connected PDAs in 2004 
such as HP’s iPaq h4150 (www.hp.com), which boasts 
integrated Bluetooth and 802.11b wireless networking. 
However, PDAs with phone features will remain relatively 
rare, with only a few devices, such as Handspring’s Treo 
and O,’s XDA, attempting to bridge the gap between 
phones and PDAs. 

Although PDAs are likely to ignore phone features 
in favour of Bluetooth and Wi-Fi, mobile phones are 
getting smarter. Nokia’s 6600 (www.nokia.co.uk) uses 
the Symbian operating system and includes a digital 
camera, RealOne player, 6MB of internal memory and 
an SD card slot for additional storage. Sony Ericsson’s 
P900 (www.sonyericsson.com/uk) goes a step further, 
with a large screen that makes it suitable for use as a 
PDA. Once again Bluetooth and a digital camera are 
built in, and the P900 can also use Sony’s Memory 
Sticks to increase available storage space. Then there’s 
the second version of Orange’s SPV (www.orange. 
co.uk), which crams Bluetooth and an integrated digital 
camera into a device the size and shape of a relatively 
conventional mobile phone. 

Although mobile phones are developing PDA features, 
and some PDAs have phone features, we think they'll 
remain as two distinct types of device for the foreseeable 
future. Consumers expect their phones to be tiny and 
their PDAs powerful, which means that while you can 
expect phones to get smarter, the need to keep things 
simple and small makes them unsuitable for use as fully 
featured PDAs. However, you can expect to see Bluetooth 
as standard in both types of device, while more and 
more PDAs will include Wi-Fi as standard, or as an 
optional add-on. 


Lighter laptops 

Laptop PCs boast faster processors and better battery life 
than ever before, and theyre getting smaller and lighter 
too. Once again Sony is at the cutting edge; its PCG-X505 
laptop is just 9.7mm thick and weighs a titchy 785g. 
Thanks to improved storage technology it’s possible to 
make laptops lighter, thinner and more efficient, and in 
2004 you can expect a number of manufacturers to offer 
products that won't dislocate your shoulder when you go 
travelling. Wi-Fi will become as common as a keyboard, 
and battery lifespans will improve too - although 
improvements will be minor rather than spectacular, 
until fuel cell technology is ready for prime time. 

One interesting development in the world of laptops 
is the use of 3D displays, which can create three 
dimensional images without the use of special glasses or 
other add-ons. NEC’s latest laptops (www.i4u.com/jap 
anreleases/nec3d.htm) use this technology, although 
the machines are unlikely to go on sale in the UK. 
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It doesn’t look very interesting, but SanDisk's 4GB Compact 
Flash card offers more storage capacity than the hard disks 
of just a few years ago. 


Home invasion 
The personal computer boom is over. Sales are stagnant, 
and technological improvements are incremental rather 
than astonishing; the difference between a 3GHz PC 
running Office 2003 and a 1GHz PC running Office 97 is 
hardly dramatic. As a result manufacturers are turning 
their attention to home hardware, and once again 
miniaturisation is the key. 

Although many firms are trying to persuade us to put 
our PCs in the living room - in the US Gateway has 
released a PC that looks more like a Hi-Fi system - the 
key trend in home electronics is the rise of new media 
devices. Intel plans to invest $200m (£130m) in firms 
making hardware for the home, and envisages a world in 
which every bit of kit communicates wirelessly, while 
Microsoft is pushing its Windows Media technology into 
DVD players and other home entertainment systems. 
January’s Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas was 
packed with new product announcements, including 
Microsoft's Portable Media Center, a handheld ‘video 
iPod’ with a TFT screen and integrated hard disk. The 
Portable Media Center can play video and music, display 
your digital photos and sync with your PC. Microsoft isn’t 
the only firm offering a portable video recorder; Archos 
(www.archos.com) has sold thousands of its portable 
video players, and Sony Japan has announced a Clié- 
based personal video recorder. Sony is also miniaturising 
its PlayStation; the PSP, due later this year, 
doubles as a portable audio/video player 
and is expected to include 802.11b 
wireless networking. 

Microsoft has announced the 
Windows Media Extender, which links 
your PC and TV together; similar 
devices are already on sale from 
Linksys, and Creative will release its 
own Wi-Fi media adaptor later this 
year. Intel will be joining the party, too; 
in 2004 the semiconductor firm will be 
aggressively promoting its Centrino 
chipsets to consumer electronics 
manufacturers in order to bring wireless 
networking technology to stereos, DVD 
players and televisions. Intel is also 
expected to expand its Centrino range 

in 2004 to include the cheaper 
Celeron processors, which 
could make it possible for 
manufacturers to create low 
cost, ultra-light wireless 
notebooks or tablet PCs for 
home users. Apple is also 
rumoured to have a Tablet 
Mac in development. 

















Where to get the big news 
about small technology... 


Gizmodo 
www.gizmodo.com 

If you're interested in next- 
generation hardware, from PCs 
to phones and PDAs, Gizmodo 
is an essential bookmark. 
Updated several times daily, 
it's the web's best gadget site. 


T3 

www.t3.co.uk 

There's no point in having the 
latest home entertainment 
technology if it's rubbish — 

so check out the independent 
reviews on our sister site T3. 


Small Times 
www.smalltimes.com 
Small Times is an excellent 
and surprisingly readable 
source of information 
about nanotechnology 

and miniaturisation. 


Tom's Hardware Guide 
www.tomshardware.com 
This excellent and influential 
hardware news site is a 
great source of information 
about the very latest PC and 
PDA hardware. 


Sanyo Fisher's FVD-C1 video 
camera offers MPEG-4 video 
and a 3.2MP digital camera in a 
package just seven centimetres 
wide and 11 centimetres tall. 
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The days of paper are 
numbered - or at least they are 
if Philips and E-Ink’s electronic 
paper technology (www.e- 
ink.com) becomes widespread 
(Photo: Koninklijke Philips 
Electronics N.V.) 


If the manufacturers are correct, the future of the PC 
isn't as an all-singing, all-dancing home entertainment 
system; instead, our PCs will act as servers that connect 
wirelessly to smart devices such as TVs, stereo systems 
and handheld or tablet PCs. And vacuum cleaners - 
following on from Electrolux’s Trilobite robot vacuum 
cleaner, Samsung has announced its own robotic maid. 
The VC-RP30W makes a 3D map of your home, and you 
can monitor and control it via the Internet - although 
we're not sure why you would want or need to do this. 

Even our watches could become smarter. Microsoft 
has teamed up with watch manufacturer Fossil to create 
SPOT (Smart Personal Object Technology) devices, 
which have recently been launched in the US. The 
watches display weather information, stock quotes and 
sports scores; however, in addition to the purchase price 
of around £100, customers also have to shell out around 
£7 a month for the information service. We suspect that 
in their current incarnation at least, SPOT watches are 
unlikely to give Rolex any nightmares. 


Coming up 
In the short term we'll see a growing number of smart 
devices, but in the long term things look even more 
interesting. Key developments in display and battery 
technology will make hardware even more portable, 
and even more powerful. 

The displays in most current devices, from portable 
video players to notebook PCs, use Thin Film Transistor 








(TFT) technology, and researchers at Xerox have 
developed a technology that enables screens to be 
‘printed’. Using flexible plastic and conductive ink, the 
technology works much like an inkjet printer, and could 
lead to ultra-light displays that you can roll up and put 
in your pocket. 

Another project, this time by E-Ink (www.e-ink.com) 
and Philips, has created prototype devices using 
‘electronic paper’, ultra-thin TFT displays that resemble 
ordinary paper and ink, which have a resolution of 
160dpi. Elsewhere, Chinese researchers at Southwest 
China Normal University claim to have invented spray- 
on electronic ink that works on paper, fabric, plastic or 
metal. The technology could be used to create the much- 
hyped ‘Daily Me’, an electronic newspaper that looks like 
a normal paper, but which is updated electronically. 

There’s good news on the battery front, too. Hitachi 
has teamed up with lighter manufacturer Tokia to create 
AA battery-sized fuel cells that will power a PDA for 
around eight hours, and both Toshiba and NEC are 
working on fuel cell systems for laptop computers. 
Hitachi plans to ship its cells in 2005, and NEC expects 
to release a laptop battery that lasts for 40 hours in late 
2005 or early 2006. Fuel cells generate their power from a 
chemical reaction, so in the near future you might simply 
top up your laptop’s fuel tank, or snap in a new methanol 
cartridge, when it runs out of power. 

So are we headed for a world in which our wallets use 
Wi-Fi and our shoes do the shopping? Well, no - or at 
least, not in the foreseeable future. Ironically, it seems 
that personal computing’s immediate future is based on 
an idea that’s been around for decades: client/server 
computing. Rather than a single PC that attempts to be 
all things to all men - a games platform, a music system, 
a DVD player, a business computer - the combination of 
miniaturisation and wireless networking means that the 
PC will act as a hub for a range of small, smart clients 
such as PDAs, home entertainment systems, digital 
cameras and, possibly, small form factor tablet PCs or 
devices that use electronic paper. The future, it would 
appear, is light. PCP 
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Richard Cobbett 
richard.cobbett@futurenet.co.uk 


Richard spends so much time on 
the web that he has flies stuck 
around his computer. He’s used 

all the major browsers since 
Mosaic (and started with Lynx!) 





ame a he: browser can be tricky — Explorer and the many others currently installed —— 
, Our top award for products 
but not in the conventional sense. The on Windows, Linux, Mac and other platforms. that combine exceptional 
fact that all the main contenders are The difficulties in making your choice are well performance and quality with 

d ; y : superb value for money 
available for free makes it easy to try them out, illustrated in the case of Internet Explorer. Oft- 
hunting down the features you genuinely want maligned by users and developers alike as lacking 
without being swamped with those you don't. features, and causing all manner of problems when p” 

These days, we spend much of our computing it comes to standards, its nevertheless the only 4 PE TEN 
lives staring at web browsers of one sort or another, browser that 999 per cent of sites out there are EEDEOR é 
making it all the more important that you find one guaranteed to work with out of the box — not to 
that fulfils your specific needs from the off. The mention your only port of call for many plug-ins. Performance Award 
browser wars have been running since the dawn Even so, theres no need to feel constricted — it's ateka ua [kee (1 

excel in our performance 
of the web, with text-based systems such as Lynx perfectly possible to browse with your preferred and quality tests, where 
giving way to Mosaic and other graphical browsers, browser, and only open Internet Explorer when money is less important 


and gradually evolving into Mozilla, Opera, Internet absolutely necessary. 
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WEB BROWSERS 


micRosoFT Internet Explorer 6 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Microsoft 
INFO www.microsoft.com 


OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 





MICROSOFT INTERNET 
EXPLORER 6 


Value N/A 
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Mozilla 1.6 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Mozilla 
INFO www.mozilla.org 


CPU 233MHz Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later/Linux 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 





MOZILLA 1.6 


Value N/A 


Features 
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CEANN 
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Oo t's highly fashionable to 
complain about Internet Explorer 
(IE), picking holes in the way it works, 
poking fun at its many inadequacies 
and asking just how in the name of all 
things metric the default Windows web 
browser can conceivably be so far 
behind the times. Even so, much like 
flares, IE keeps on coming back. 

Web browsing history can get 
somewhat tangled, but IE first 
appeared when the commercial 
Netscape ruled the roost, seizing its 
initial market-share by dint of being 
free. The two browsers battled it out 
for several years, with whole websites 
declaring their loyalty to one or the 
other, and both bolting on more and 
more dynamic features in an attempt 
to build a following. Of course, we all 
know the outcome — Internet Explorer 
emerged as the undisputed victor, was 
integrated into Windows itself, and is 
now the de facto standard on the web. 

The good news with IE is that any 
page you visit is likely to work first time 
around. Designers may shrug away 
traffic from Mozilla users, or prevent 
people handing over their credit card 
number in Opera, but a site not running 
in IE is commercial suicide. ActiveX 
applets, Javascript, CSS layouts and the 


he Mozilla suite is available in 

Q two principal forms — this free, 
open-source edition, and bundled up 
as the slightly better-featured Netscape 
/1. In terms of web browsing, theres no 
practical difference — at least for now. 
Interestingly, Mozilla is currently in the 
middle of a major shift — moving away 
from its current role as an integrated 
web suite (Internet browsing, email, 
chat, site editing and more) into a pair 
of smaller, more focused applications 
— Firefox for web browsing and 
Thunderbird for email. Neither of these 
has got the length of the big version 
1.0 as yet, with Firefox currently on 0.8 
and Thunderbird on 0.5, but they are 
exceptionally stable; their code is 
based on Mozilla, after all. 

Even with these applications still 
in development, there are two key 
reasons to use Mozilla 1.6. Most 
importantly, it's tried and tested. Mozilla 
may be bloated beyond belief after 
years of development, but its well 
supported, and theres no reason why it 
shouldnt just work — although both of 
its new spin-offs are still prone to the 
occasional bout of contrariness. The 
second reason is simply that it's a suite. 
If youre looking for one download that 
can simply step in and fulfil all of your 


many other elements 
on the average web 
page should, touch 
wood, operate without 
a hitch. Indeed, in 
many cases Internet 
Explorer is the only 
browser capable of 
taking advantage of 
certain features — for 
instance, an RSS 
aggregator such as 
NewsGator adding 
itself to the right-click 
menu and enabling you to add new 
feeds with a click. 

However, the downside of all of this 
is a total lack of more modern features, 
such as tabbed browsing, and constant 
exposure to irritations such as pop-up 
adverts and pages attempting to install 
malware on your machine. Internet 
Explorer has been upgraded over the 
years, but typically with buzzword- 
focused additions like the Media Bar 
(Windows Media Player accessible in a 
sidebar), rather than by keeping up to 
date with interface design. And many 
of the features that it does offer are 
distinctly unimpressive. Parental 
Controls are a notorious example — 
theres plenty of scope to tweak dials 


online requirements, 
then its ideal. 
Sticking specifically 
with the web, Mozilla 
gives you a heavily 
skinnable, feature- 
packed browser, with 
the added advantage 
that most sites will at 
least attempt to make 
sure that their Internet 
Explorer-designed 
browser remains 
visible. There are still 
some issues, mostly relating to tables 
and CSS positioning, with how the two 
browsers render, but its very rare to 
come across a page that simply won't 
display. The only occasional catch 
arises if you do a lot of buying online 
— Mozilla is more than capable of 
handling secure sites, but many 
companies and banks continue to 
make sure that you're running Internet 
Explorer before opening the portcullis. 
Additional browsing features 
include tabs — which give you the 
ability to open pages within the same 
window, rather than having to 
continuously flick between windows, 
pop-up blocking (and other privacy 
settings, such as the ability to block 





Internet Explorer is the de facto standard 
on the web, but not necessarily the best. 


and sliders to prevent your children 
accessing potentially dodgy content, 
but in practice you'll still have to go out 
and buy a package such as NetNanny 
to get proper protection. 

Internet Explorer is a perfectly 
competent browser, but one that theres 
little reason to use unless a specific site 
or plug-in flat-out refuses to play ball. 
Its competitors all offer more power 
and configuration, and beyond a pop- 
up blocker in Service Pack 2, were 
unlikely to see anything of significant 
interest coming from the IE stable 
until at least the arrival of Longhorn 
— whenever that might be. 





Leading the opposition, Mozilla has often 
proved itself as tough as the green one. 


images from third-party domains and 
thus kill adverts before they appear), 
auto-completion of forms and storing 
of passwords, skinning, and support 
for extensions to fill any remaining 
gaps — the Calendar plug-in in 
particular is a must-download, and it 
even includes the ability to pop 
reminders into your inbox. 

While Mozilla is gradually easing its 
way out of the mainstream in favour of 
its more specialised offspring, it 
remains an excellent, cross-platform 
Suite bursting with features. Throw all 
of its features into the mix, and for 
now, it remains unbeatable. 





MOZILLA Firefox 0.8 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Mozilla 
INFO www.mozilla.org/products/firefox / 


CPU 233MHz Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later/Linux 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 





MOZILLA FIREFOX 0.8 





Value N/A 
Features 009000000 
Performance AAL EO) 


Opera 7 


PRICE £24 (£20 ex VAT) if purchased 
SUPPLIER Opera 
INFO www.opera.com 


CPU 166 MHz Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 





OPERA 7 


Features 00900900000 
KO AAA Xs) 








Q or Firefox, think Firebird. Going 
back a little further, think 
Phoenix. Go back further still, and the 
road leads to Mozilla. This is a browser 
of many names, and it hasn't even hit 
the big 10 as yet. This certainly shows 
in many areas, but not as many as you 
might think. Firefox's core is ultimately 
the tried and tested Mozilla web 
browser, but rebuilt to be used on its 
own, rather than as part of the hulking 
Mozilla suite. 

Most importantly, Firefox's feature 
Set is principally provided by plug-ins. 
Load it up and It's a good browser. It 
displays pages perfectly well, rendering 
them at a fair clip via a tabbed 
interface. It automatically blocks 
unsolicited pop-ups, while giving you 
the option to unlock particular sites if 
you have a need for their content. It 
holds your downloads in a Download 
Manager. Quick, simple, efficient. But 
Still, it can seem strangely lacking in 
more advanced features — and theres 
a reason for that. Instead of shipping 
with every feature you could ever 
conceivably need, you can pick and 
choose the additional power you want, 
Snapping it seamlessly into the main 
program. The plug-ins are automatically 
installed and activated, making it 


pot the difference. Yes, Opera is 
O the only web browser in this 
round-up that comes with a price-tag. 
You can use it for free, and it won't 
bombard you with impassioned orders 
to break out your credit card every time 
you load it up, but you will have to put 
up with a tiny, unobtrusive banner until 
the system is unlocked. However, this 
is a small price to pay. 

While its becoming harder to tell 
these days, Opera is perhaps the most 
innovative web browser around. Many 
of its best headline features have been 
picked up by the competition (notably 
mouse gestures, a focus on tabbed 
browsing and integrated pop-up killer), 
but few of the others have quite 
matched its smoothness and general 
ease of use. 

Mouse gestures are the perfect 
example. These are a way of browsing 
the net with a flick of the wrist — 
pulling back moving to the previous 
page, a line to the bottom of the 
screen snapping open a new window, 
or anything else you might want. It 
sounds fiddly, and certainly takes some 
getting used to, but quickly becomes 
second nature. After a few days, you'll 
be complaining that your other 
programs dont do tt. 
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possible to collect the 
exact set you need, 
rather than being 
slowed down purely 
so that some web 
designer in 
Poughkeepsie can flip 
between style sheets 
at a whim. Extra tab 
options, more 
advanced download 
managers, calendars, 
advert blockers, 
toolbars... you can 
browse through the entire collection 

at www.texturizer.net/firefox / 
extensions/ — more are being 
developed all the time. 

This approach could potentially 
lead to two obvious problems — issues 
with maintaining compatibility across 
releases, and competing plug-ins 
clashing behind the scenes — but so 
far the concept has proved eminently 
manageable. Firefox remains blazingly 
fast and feature-packed, and does 
almost everything you could 
conceivably want from a web browser. 
It's certainly been our Internet 
companion of choice since 0.6, and we 
doubt thats going to change as the 
version number continues climbing. 
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Opera is filled with 
excellent touches such 
as this. One especially 
useful feature is the 
ability to zoom in to a 
page — not simply 
resizing the text, as in 
Firefox (which can 
easily break a pages 
layout), but blowing up 
the whole thing, from 
precisely-positioned 
CSS elements to 
individual graphics files. 
In addition to going back and forward, 
a Fast Forward button hunts through a 
page for any ‘Next Page’ links and 
automatically follows them on demand. 
The Hotlist panel on the left of the 
screen can make use of any HTML 
page you want, making it ideal for 
blogging, news aggregation or other 
web services that you want to keep to 
hand at all times. Finally, while not tied 
to web browsing specifically, we can't 
go without mentioning the excellent 
built in M2 mail client, which offers the 
perfect way to browse your email at 
the same time as the web. 

Where Opera can often prove a 
little less successful is page rendering. 
Regardless of standards and detailed 
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Fast and efficient. Blazingly-good 
performance that keeps getting better. 


Bear in mind, however that this is 
pre-‘release’ software. While working 
seamlessly for us, we've heard reports 
of people encountering crashes, and 
there are a number of niggles that you 
have to work around (such as Firefox 
losing your bookmarks if it crashes, or 
encountering all manner of trouble if 
you dont make absolutely sure that 
you follow the upgrade information to 
the letter). In 90 per cent of situations, 
Firefox is the perfect way of browsing 
the net — but you may want to wait 
until the end of the 1.0 roadmap before 
trying to push its charms on less 
experienced users. 
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Possibly the best all-in-one web 
browsing tool out there, for a price. 


instructions on how web pages should 
be designed, the basic truth of web 
design is that most sites get tested 
under Internet Explorer first, Mozilla 
second, and others a very distant third. 
It'S unusual to come across a site that 
simply refuses to display properly, but it 
can happen — especially when sites 
have been optimised for other 
browsers’ CSS handling (and its notable 
that Opera defaults to lying to web 
servers about being Internet Explorer). 

Nevertheless, if youre looking for a 
genuinely polished package that feels 
as complete as anything you'd buy on 
the shelves, Opera is ideal. 
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Sleipnir 1.42 


PRICE N/A 
SUPPLIER Yasuyuki Kashiwagi 
INFO http://www20.pos.to/~sleipnir/ 


OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 2Ghz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 





SLEIPNIR 1.42 


Value N/A 
Features 


009000000 
Performance @0 0 000900090 








Konqueror 


PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER Supplied with KDE 
INFO www.konqueror.org 


CPU 100Mhz Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Must be capable of running KDE 


CPU 2Ghz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 


KONQUEROR 


Value N/A 


009009000 
Performance @0 0 0000090 
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M) eet the dark horse of this round- 
up. Sleipnir (named after Odins 
flying horse from Norse mythology, 
fact-fan) is actually a Japanese browser 
shell around Internet Explorer, although, 
as you can see from the screenshot, 
an English translation is available. This 
makes it an easy browser to switch to 
— if it works in IE, it'll work here too. 
The twist is that, while IE is distinctly 
lacking in features, Sleipnir wraps its 
browser control around just about 
every major feature offered by the 
competition, making it an excellent 
alternative for protective banks, 
ActiveX-heavy sites and web designs 
that were never intended to be seen 
by Mozilla’s green-gecko eyes. 

Despite its functionality, Sleipnir is 
far and away the most rough-and- 
ready browser featured here. While 
heavily configurable, its grey menus 
and toolbars push function over form 
with the dogged determination of a 
bulldozer. Nowhere is this more 
obvious than in the ‘large icons’ option 
tucked away in the Customise window, 
which simply doubles the standard 
icons, and pixelisation be darned. Not 
that you can really argue — you ask for 
large icons and that's exactly what you 
get, and its the same when you ask 


W) ere using Konqueror here on 
account of it being Linux's 
Standard KDE browser, principally 
Stacking up against Internet Explorer. 
Mozilla, Firefox and Opera are all 
available on Linux-based systems, and 
while Opera is typically a bit behind 
the times, the others feature parallel 
development. With this in mind, 
Konquerors speciality is navigating your 
directories, giving you the ability to 
manipulate and control your files with 
a quick drag-and-drop, with web 
browsing a useful aside if you want to 
throw open a page or FIP site without 
having to fire-up a whole new browser. 
Despite this, Konqueror has a 
surprisingly comprehensive feature set, 
with support for CSS (if not completely 
for CSS2), HTML 4.0, Javascript, Java 
applets and a selection of plug-ins 
including Macromedia Flash. Its real 
speciality, however, is the ability to 
display numerous file types directly 
within its own windows, instead of 
having to open up a dedicated 
application (much as Adobe Reader 
can slip into Internet Explorer). In the 
wider world, while you may or may not 
have heard of Konqueror or its KHTML 
rendering engine, you've almost 
certainly heard of Apples Mac OS 


for smooth mouse 
gestures, tabbed 
browsing, a one- 
window browsing 
interface (even if the 
Site tries to open a 
fresh window), an 
integrated search bar 
(from Google to an 
online English- 
Japanese dictionary) 
and automatic tab 
refreshing. Pound-for- 
pound and feature-for- 
feature, Sleipnir stacks up extremely 
well against Opera, right down to using 
the same mouse gestures. 

Additional features include the 
ability to save and recall specific page 
collections as ‘snapshots’, making it 
easy to instantly open an entire 
category of information, rather than 
just a single website on a subject, 
and immediately-accessible buttons 
to toggle images, sounds, Activex 
components, Java applets/JavaScript 
code and ActiveX Download. This 
makes it much easier to dodge any 
potential bullets that the web can 
throw at you, without being shut out of 
Sites that you genuinely want to see 
with all the trimmings in place. The 


browser Safari, which 
uses the rendering 
engine as its core 
technology. 

Konqueror doesnt 
feel quite as smooth to 
use in Linux as IE does 
in Windows, largely 
because of the lack of 
neat pie-charts and 
integrated slideshows 
so beloved by new 
Windows users, but it 
does benefit from a 
number of more advanced features, 
such as tabbed browsing (not that 
were obsessed with this, but honestly, 
Microsoft...), and frame layouts that 
enable you to browse the web at the 
same time as your hard drive. 

The ability to split the window on 
demand, rather than having to reach 
for tabs, can be a very helpful way of 
working, although admittedly not for 
day-to-day web browsing. Of course, 
the fact that you can open any web 
browser you like for a more refined 
web-specific experience means that 
you never need touch the option if you 
don't want to. 

In the long term, youre unlikely to 
want to use Konqueror as your principal 




















Low on looks, high on options. Sleipnir is 
a great way of giving IE a shot in the arm. 


only obvious omission is a pop-up 
blocker, although you can restrict 
Sleipnir to a maximum number of 
windows (thus sidestepping floods of 
intrusive adverts) and forcing all new 
arrivals into a background tab where 
you never have to see them — even 
when closing down the page. 

Sleipnir is an excellent way of 
boosting the performance of Internet 
Explorer without having to migrate to 
an entirely different platform, or relying 
on simpler plug-ins like the Google 
Toolbar, or older wrappers such as 
MylE (http://web.qx.net/nemesis2/ 
myie.html). 
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Internet Explorer, Linux-style. Another file 
manager quite happy to go on the web. 


web browser. That's not a criticism of it 
as a package — its simply that its a file 
manager capable of browsing web 
sites, rather than a web browser that 
can browse files, and you quickly see 
its power when trying to work the 
other way around. Even so, its more 
than capable for wending your way 
through the majority of sites, keeping 
your most visited bookmarks close to 
hand and providing instant access to 
any page that you suddenly feel the 
urge to visit. Equally important, in terms 
of integration and usability, it stacks up 
very well against its rival as a jack-of- 
all-trades package. 


PCPlus 


Verdict 





EDITOR'S CHOICE > 

@ e d = 
Mozilla Firefox 0.8 torr8r’s 
INFO Mozilla CHOICE 





SUPPLIER www.mozilla.org/products/firefox/ 


D ere strangely reluctant to give this award to Firefox 0.8 — not 
because it's undeserved, but because the program itself isn't 
finished. The fact remains that this is by far the most popular browser in 
and around our offices, and it keeps getting better with each release. It's 
fast, its efficient, and the fact that you can customise it as much or as little 
as you want, courtesy of a huge collection of themes and extensions, puts 
it in the unique position of being able to be a jack of all trades, but also a 
master of whatever you personally need it to do. While almost all the other 
packages support a plug-in architecture, none — not even the main Mozilla 
suite — has embraced the concept quite as warmly. We cant wait to see 
how it develops over the next few point releases. 


PC verdict 00 0900090900 





BEST PERFORMER 


Opera 7 a 
PRICE £24 (£20 ex VAT) if purchased 


INFO Opera 
SUPPLIER www.opera.com 


PERFORMANCE 
<SAWARD 





O n unusual choice, perhaps — Opera is chosen not so much for its 
web browsing per se, as the shell around it. Opera is fast and 
flexible, and packed with features that make it genuinely enjoyable to 
browse the web — its gestures, slideable panels, ease of use and general 
polish all clicking together perfectly. Throw in the mail client, reviewed on 
its own in PC Plus 211, and you have an all-in-one Internet platform to be 
proud of. A few hitches with individual pages aside, Opera is an excellent 
way to hit the web in style. 


PC verdict 00 0900900909 











WEB BROWSERS 


Choosing a browser can be a matter of personal taste, 
but certain features separate the best from the rest 
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Technology Focus: Browser Wars uncovered 


Hell hath no fury like a web user scorned — as we've seen many times over the last few years 





Q ypically, the Browser Wars have been considered a commercial affair 
— how many people used Mozilla over Internet Explorer, which 
amazing new features might be coming up in the future, and which 
companies were throwing their weight behind each platform. 

Luckily, this battle does have a lighter-hearted side as well. Most recently, 
Opera had a spat with Microsoft over the MSN portal serving up bad layouts 
when it detected its browser. Instead of reaching for the lawyers, the Opera 
team whipped up a special ‘Bork’ edition that wrote up all text from 
MSN.com in the style of the Swedish Chef of Muppet Show fame. Herdy- 
schmerdy-berdy, bork-bork-bork. 

Even more unusual was an event in 1997, when clearly-not-Microsoft 
pranksters borrowed the giant Internet Explorer ‘e’ logo from a launch event 
and dropped it outside Netscape HỌ in the middle of the night. With the 
dotcom boom in full swing back then, Netscape employees were still in 


the building at the time, and when the photographers arrived in the morning 
it was to see the team’s Godzilla-esque mascot stamping proudly on its 
graffiti-covered rival. 

These days, the battle has moved on to more mundane matters of 
compatibility and feature-sets — practical, perhaps, but no less interesting. 
Ultimately the decision comes down to the pages and features that you 
personally need — if you're comfortable with one window, and never want to 
run into a compatibility problem, Internet Explorer is clearly the safest bet. If 
you just want everything to work, without having to fiddle around with plug- 
ins, Opera is always going to win a battle with Firefox. Flip it around in the 
name of configurability and the opposite applies. 

It's worth experimenting with these browsers — their particular functions, 
foibles and just plain failings — to find the one that best fits the way you 
work; after all, they're all free to download and use. 
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_ =~ fiction. Being able to communicate with 

a computer through natural English commands 

is the stuff of 2001 and Star Trek. But, for many — 

_ purposes, you can already abandon the 

| traditional keyboard and mouse and use spoken 
| commands to control Windows - and, of course, 

to dictate to your favourite word processor. 


i] 


Obviously were a long way from being able to buy 

| software that can understand the syntax of general 

| conversation. But in the controlled environment of 
typical business applications, existing programs can 

| make a good attempt at understanding all the 


SPEECH RECOGNITION 





Simon Williams 
simon.williams @futurenet.co.uk 





LAB TEST 


Simon Williams has been an IT 
journalist for 20 years and has 
spent half that time dissecting 
computers, peripherals and the 

software they run 


ntrol it and to dictate. 
9 applications 


ommands to control software verbally. 
re nag just two Windows-based speech 


recognition packages available: Dragon Naturally 


Speaking, from ScanSoft, and IBMS ViaVoice. Both 
these programs understand what is termed ‘natural’ 
speech, where you dont need to break up what you 
say with unnaturally-long pauses between words 

— in fact, both programs work better this way. 

After a brief period of voice training, usually 
between 15 minutes and half an hour, these two 
programs make a good attempt at understanding 
regular speech. While you may have to teach them 
specialist vocabulary, with little extra effort you can 
be dictating to yourPe-at up-to 150.words per minute. 


Maas 
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PRICE £200 (£170 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Scansoft 0870 870 8085 
INFO wwwscansoft.co.uk 








7 Mobile 


his edition of Dragon 
Naturally Speaking 7 (DNS) 
is one of five available, with 
Essential and Standard editions sitting 
below it in price and features, and the 
Professional edition sitting above. 

The Mobile version reviewed here is 
essentially the Preferred version, with 
the addition of a digital dictation 
machine. This means that you can 
record dictation on the move and 
transcribe it when you get back to 
base, as well as directly, when youre 
in front of your desktop. 

ScanSoft, the owner of DNS, 
provides a headset from Emkay, which 
looks and feels cheap, but nevertheless 
cancels out extraneous noise well, 
and is reasonably comfortable to wear. 
The software set-up routine runs you 
through wearing the headset correctly, 
and checks you have sufficient volume 
and audio quality to achieve good 
speech-to-text accuracy. You're then 
taken through a two-stage training 
process — you begin by reading aloud 
from any of several selected texts, 
including Alice in Wonderland and an 
amusing treatise on computing called 
Dave Barry in Cyberspace. 





CPU Pentium III 500 

RAM 128MB 

OS Windows XP Me, 2000, 98SE, NT4 
EXTRAS CD-ROM drive, sound card 





CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 or Athlon 2000+ 
RAM 256MB 
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Dragon Naturally Speaking 
doesn’t offer as much detailed 
set-up help as ViaVoice, but it’s 
still easy enough to configure. 


Learning your words 

After this, the program checks for 
specialist words in your normal 
vocabulary by analysing documents 

in your My Documents folder. You can 
choose other folders 
to be analysed as 
well, but theres no 
option to include 
sub-folders 
automatically, so 
this can be a rather 
long-winded process. 
Once the search is 
complete, you can 
check which words 
you want to add, so 
that DNS will be 
better attuned to 
your vocabulary. 

The Preferred 
Edition of DNS 7 on which this Mobile 
Edition is based, integrates with Word, 
WordPerfect, Excel, Internet Explorer, 
Outlook and Outlook Express. This 
means that you can dictate directly 
to these programs, entering text, 
numbers and contact details, and using 


When you make a correction for 
a recognition error, you have 
the option to train the software 
to the new word or phrase. 
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GIS a poken words to navigate through the 
DRAGON NATURALLY programs’ functions. 
SPEAKING 7 MOBILE 


The DragonBar, a separate control 
panel for DNS, sits along the top of 
the desktop, or is optionally attached 
to the active window. lts used to turn 
the microphone on and off, to switch 


Value 00900900000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance AAA e) 


PCPlus 217 | June 2004 








SPEECH RECOGNITION 


> 





A 
EDITORS 
CHOICE 





Ha — 


a 
eae | 


res Seay ore] Capin ha bode eee 
Drees ET] 
Cree 4 Sun) an) aA the kg ened 


Dragon Naturally Speaking 








Each word in the DNS 7 Mobile vocabulary has a set of properties, which you can 
edit to change the way in which it’s handled by the software. 


between users, to improve the 
programs accuracy through extra 
training and to edit its vocabulary 

Dictation in DNS 7 is simply a 
matter of speaking and watching as 
the software parses the words and 
they appear onscreen in your chosen 
application. Most of them will be 
correct, but when the program does 
misrecognise an utterance, you can 
make instant corrections by saying, 
‘Select <problem word or phrase>". 

At this point a list of likely alternatives 
appears, and DNS has an annoying 
habit of putting the correct transcription 
at the top the list, even when the error 
is a bizarre one. This demonstrates 
how accurate the program is, but 

how little it knows about the sense 

of your sentences. 

The most common mistakes tend 
to be with the smaller words, and this 
is true for ViaVoice as well as DNS. 
Errors such as a being substituted for 
‘the and of for ‘for’ are more common 
than incorrectly-recognised longer 
words. There’ a bit of learning required 
from you, too, especially when you 
need to include acronyms and initials 
in your dictation. 

DNS also has a Spell mode and 
a Numbers mode, and you can switch 
between the two by saying ‘Spell 
mode on’ or ‘Numbers mode on. 

In these modes, the program then 
restricts itself to understanding single 
letters, numbers and operators. If it 
runs into trouble distinguishing 
between letters you can use the 
International Phonetic Alphabet — 
Alpha, Bravo, Charlie and so on. 


The Sims digital recorder supplied 
with DNS 7 Mobile is no bigger than a 
cheap pub lighter, but it can still record 
up to three hours 50 minutes of audio 
(at standard play) onto its built-in 16MB 
of flash memory. There are buttons on 
all four of its main faces, and a jog dial 
which enables you to select individual 
recordings and play them back. Twin 
AAA batteries fit in one end, and a 
microphone and earphone plug in at 
the other. A simple, seven-character, 
backlit LCD display shows recording 
times and displays simple messages. 


Sounds good 

Sound quality from the recorder 

is Surprisingly good, even from the 
built-in microphone, and audio can be 
played back on the recorder’s internal 
Speaker or transferred to your PC via 
the miniature USB socket fitted to its 
side. Separate Voice Manager Pro 
software is provided with the recorder, 
so you can transfer files and examine 
the sound folders on tt. 

To play a transcription of a recording 
from the digital recorder or a WAV file, 
you need to create a specialised user 
in DNS, which involves recording a 
training passage and letting the 
software adapt. This can take up to an 
hour (though on our test PC it only took 
around 20 minutes), and is something 
that's not required by ViaVoice. 

Ultimately, you can achieve some 
highly-accurate results with DNS 7 
Mobile (see the Results and accuracy 
page), whether dictating directly into 
your desktop, or into the dictation 
recorder for later transcription. 
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IBM ViaVoice 


Release 10 Pro USB 


BM has developed ViaVoice 
to its current Release 10 
incarnation, but in a bizarre 
turn of events the software is now 
being marketed and distributed by 
ScanSoft, which already owns Dragon 
Naturally Speaking, and is the other big 
player in a compact market. ViaVoice 
is available in Personal, Standard and 
Advanced editions, and the Pro USB 
Edition reviewed here. 

This is the top-of-the-range version 
of the software, and it comes complete 
with a USB-based headset from 
Andrea. The headset looks a bit flimsy, 
as most do, but its very comfortable 
to wear, and the flexible boom makes 
it easy to position the microphone 
exactly where you need it for optimum 
voice pick-up. 

In truth, USB-based isn't quite an 
accurate description, as the headset 
must be connected both to an 
available USB port and to the speaker 
outlet of your sound card if you want 
to hear spoken feedback while using 
ViaVoice. Once the software is installed, 
it runs through the installation and 
set-up of the headset, using diagrams 
and animations, and finally asking you 
to repeat a paragraph of text to check 
volume levels and sound quality. 

Training ViaVoice to a basic level 
of understanding is a two-phase 
process. First you speak pre-prepared 
text into the program, so it can begin 
to understand your speech, and any 
accent you have. Second, it can sift 
through existing text files on your PC 
to build up a specialist vocabulary of 
the words you use when writing. 

As you read the sample texts — 
there are four to choose from, including 
Alice in Wonderland again — the 
software greys-out each phrase as it 
matches what you say to what's on the 
screen. You can read at natural pace 
and without dictating punctuation, and 
the whole process takes around 20 
minutes to complete. 

After you've pointed ViaVoice to the 
folders containing the documents you 
want it to analyse it gets to work, and 
eventually displays a list of words that 
don't already exist in its vocabulary. 
You then wade through this list, 
selecting those words youd like the 
program to learn. After this youre ready 
to start giving commands or dictating. 

The central component of ViaVoice 
is the VoiceCentre, a bar running across 
the top of the screen which switches 
speech recognition on and off and 
displays messages from the software. 
It also enables you to switch between 
various speech profiles, so that more 





BWisioice DI 

1 Decempent 4 Mx mui Ward : Bs 

Ba pi (pia pe je dym ge Tia pinis jji 
eAomud Otom -g. 

REg A-A Gale. 


DHpgpu day IRET a- 
A hema = TresMewRoman = 12 = 


Pe hr de Fee Ded eb Pe et hi be Ped eb he eee bee i 


The final tranche of feeding anaved at the end of weri 14 and was used to enlarge the 
boating fardi. where the powder coat wis applied te the end of the gear cating This 


as y GLET te |S} 


B- isi bee 


PRICE £100 (£85 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Scansoft 0870 870 8085 
INFO wwwscansoft.co.uk 


CPU Pentium 300 

RAM 192MB 

OS Windows XP Me, 2000, 98SE 
EXTRAS CD-ROM, sound card 
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Should ViaVoice misinterpret what you say, you can select a correction from 
a list or, if your choice isn't available, spell out the correct word, letter by letter. 


than one person can use the program 
with his or her personal vocabulary 
and training. 

ViaVoice can work through its own 
dedicated text editor, called SpeechPad, 
or it can integrate with well-known 
word processors such as Word. In this 
mode, everything you say appears 
directly in a word processor document. 
As with DNS, you no longer need to 
check spellings, as every word that 
appears will be correctly spelled, but 
you do have to check for homonym 
errors, such as ‘too’ or ‘two’ for ‘to’. 


In your own words 

Theres a good range of dictation 
commands within ViaVoice for 
controlling movement within a word 
processor, and to edit text. Letters and 
numbers can again be entered in Spell 
mode, using the International Phonetic 
Alphabet. Any mistakes in recognition 
can be resolved by calling up a 
correction window which, like its 
counterpart in DNS, offers a series of 
possible corrections, which you select 
by number. You can also play back 
your own dictation — as you can in 
DNS — and this is useful for reminding 
you of what you actually said if there 
happens to be a bizarre recognition 
error. An appropriate correction isnt 
always immediately obvious from 
looking at the text. 

In addition, ViaVoice Release 10 
supports macros, which you can define 
to insert longer phrases into your text, 
or to automate several commands in 
sequence. You can restrict these 
macros to specific users of the 
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Setting up the USB headset is 
well covered in an interactive 
tutorial, including this 3D 
animation of how it’s worn. 


software, to specific applications, or 
make them global, so they're available 
everywhere. You can also choose to 
transcribe text from an audio file in 
WAV format. This is the technique that 
we used to run our tests. 

Dictating awkward phrases, such 
as email addresses, is made easier 
by the easy-to-use 
Spell mode. Say 
‘Begin Spell’ and you 
can then run through A. System Overview: 

Cick Stet, then begin speaking the paregreph below, Once 
even complex avy beset age oh 
addresses quite easily a- i aia: 
— saying ‘Return’ 
afterwards puts you 
back into ordinary 
speech mode. Using 
this technique, 
Howard_Bliss@ 
nowé.co.uk would 
be input as ‘CAPITAL 
Howard UNDERSCORE 
CAPITAL Bliss AT-SIGN 
BEGIN SPELL n-o-w-8 
DOT c-o DOT u-k RETURN’. 

As well as dictation, ViaVoice can 
be used to control Windows. You 
can launch, minimise and restore 
applications, and work through their 
menu systems, though with some 
programs, such as graphics packages, 
theres little scope for further control 
through speech. 

Essentially, ViaVoice offers all the 
essential parts of a modern speech 
recognition system, but there remains a 
question mark over IBMs commitment 
to continuing to develop it. You could 
be buying into something of a dead- 
end, which would be a great shame. 


Training consists of reading any 
or all of the extracts provided, 
so the software gains a feel for 
your voice and intonation. 


User Wizard - Analyse My Voice 


Welcome to the IBM continuous dictation 

enrolment. To improve your voice model 
u should read this text aloud, speaking 

naturally and as clearly as possible, then 
it for the nmd screen to appear 
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10 PRO USB 
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Features 009000090 
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Results and accuracy 


SPEECH RECOGNITION 





This is how the packages coped with two pieces of sample dictation 


Original text 
Catch-22 by Joseph Heller 
Chapter two 

Clevinger 


In a way the C.I.D. man was pretty lucky, because 
outside the hospital the war was still going on. Men 
went mad and were rewarded with medals. All over 
the world, boys on every side of the bomb line were 
laying down their lives for what they had been told 
was their country, and no one seemed to mind, least 
of all the boys who were laying down their young 
lives. There was no end in sight. The only end in 
sight was Yossarian's own, and he might have 
remained in the hospital until doomsday had it not 
been for that patriotic Texan with his infundibuliform 
jowls and his lumpy, rumpleheaded, indestructible 
smile cracked forever across the front of his face like 
the brim of a black ten-gallon hat. 


Technical text sample — Review of BuyPCBits 
Budget 1 by Simon Williams 


The key component is a highly-integrated system 
board from ECS, which comes complete with an AMD 
processor pre-installed. This miniature board is 
surprisingly well-equipped, with four USB 2.0 ports, 
an Ethernet connection and built-in 2.1 stereo 
sound. It only has two PCI slots, and one of these 
is filled by a V90 modem, but there’s also an AGP 
graphics slot, so you can upgrade the video system 
by pushing in a punchier card. This is a good thing, 
as on-board graphics are provided by an S3 
ProSavage chipset on the system board. The 
ProSavage isn't even last year's graphics chip, but 
has begun a second life integrated into chipsets. 


Yellow highlight indicates words incorrectly 


recognised by software. 


Green highlight indicates extra words originally 


omitted by software. 


The results analysed 





DNS 7 interpretation 
Catch-22 by Joseph Heller 


chapter two 


In a way the CID man was pretty lucky, because 
outside the hospital war was still going on. Men 
went mad and where rewarded with medals. All 
over the world, boys on every side of the bomb line 
were laying down their lives for what they had been 
told was their country, and no one seemed to mind, 
least of all the boys were laying down their young 
lives. There was no end in sight. The only end in 
sight was your scenario zone, and he might have 
remained in the hospital at all doomsday had it not 
been flat pitch of the Texan with is 

form Giles and his lumpy, rumpled headed, 
indestructible smile cracked forever across the front 
of his face like the brim of a black 10-gallon hat. 


Errors in 13 original words out of 138, excluding 
proper names. 90.6 per cent accurate. 


Technical text sample — Review of BuyPCBits 
Budget 1 by Simon Williams 


The key component is a highly integrated system 
board from ECS, which comes complete with an AMD 
processor pre-installed. This miniature board is 


surprisingly well-equipped, with four USB 2.0 ports, 
and 


connection and built-in 2.1 stereo 
sound. It only has two PCI slots, and one of these is 
filled by a fee 90 modem, but there's also an AGP 
graphics slot, so you can upgrade the video system 
by pushing in a punchier card. This is a good thing, 
as on-board graphics are provided by an S. three Pro 
Savage chipset on the system board. The Pro 
Savage isn't even last year's graphics chip, but has 
begun a second life integrated into chipsets. 


Errors in 4 original words out of 114. 96.6 
per cent accurate. 





ViaVoice interpretation 
Catch-22 by Joseph Heller 


Chapter to 


In a way the CID man was pretty lucky, because 
outside the hospital wall was still going on. Men 
went mad and were rewarded with metals. All over 
the world, boys on every side of the Bomb Line 
were laying down their lives for what they had been 
told was their country, and no one seemed to mind, 


the stable boys who were laying down their young 
lives. There was no end in sight. The only end in 


sight was your salary and loan, and he might have 
remained in the hospital until doomsday had it not 
been for that patriotic Texan with his in funded the 
uniform Charles and his lumpy, rumpled headed, 
indestructible smile cracked forever across the front 
of his face like the brim of a black 10-gallon hat. 





Errors in eight original words out of 138, excluding 
proper names. 94.2 per cent accurate. 


Technical text sample — Review of BuyPCBits 
Budget 1 by Simon Williams 


The key component is a highly-integrated system 
board from BCS, which comes complete with an AMD 
processor Prix-installed. This miniature board is 
surprisingly well-equipped, with four USB 2.0 ports, 
an Ethernet connection and built-in 2.1 stereo 
sound. It only has two PCI slots, and one of these is 
filled by a V 90 modem, but there's also an AGP 
graphics slot, so you can upgrade the video system 
by pushing in a punchier card. This is a good thing, 
as on-board graphics are provided by an S3 Pro 
Savage chipset on the system board. The prose 
Savage isn't even last year’s graphics chip, but has 
begun at second life integrated into chipsets. 


Errors in 4 original words out of 114. 96.6 
per cent accurate. 


The accuracy scores of the two programs were similar, although interestingly the mistakes each made were different 


© ow did the two packages fare? You can see for yourself by looking 
at the two interpreted extracts here — one is from Joseph Heller's 

Catch-22, the other is a more technical document. The text as interpreted 

by the two programs is printed alongside the original text. 

In this test, DNS 7 seems to make assumptions about what you're trying 
to say, rather than strictly reproducing your utterances. In our tests it added 
in more words than ViaVoice, and its overall accuracy was slightly poorer. 

This was exclusively due to errors in the first piece, the extract from 
Catch-22. As well as the two proper names, which the program quite 
understandably got wrong, there were several words and word-parts 
omitted from the transcription, highlighted in green in the sample. This was 
on top of the misrecognised words, and gave the software an accuracy score 
of 90.6 per cent on this piece. 

After the extensive DNS vocabulary training session, the technical text, a 
section of a PC review from PC Plus 215, was more accurately rendered. At 
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96.4 per cent accurate, it was still no better than ViaVoice, though. 
Interestingly, the mistakes made by the two programs weren't the same. 

ViaVoice Release 10 also did better on the technology copy than on the 
novel — not surprising as we had fed it samples of our copy to collect 
specialist terms from. Even so, excluding the proper names Clevinger and 
Yossarian, which we wouldn't have expected it to get cold, it did pretty well 
with a recognition rate of 91.5 per cent. ‘Wall’ for ‘war’ and ‘metals’ for 
‘medals’ are the kind of mistakes speech recognition programs often make. 

‘Bomb Line’ isn't capitalised in the original, but this is a reasonable 
interpretation of an unusual phrase. ‘Infundibuliform’ is a very unusual word, 
obviously not in the program's vocabulary. The technical passage contained 
remarkably few errors — 96.4 per cent accurate — although we would have 
expected it to have sussed out ‘pre-installed’ and not used the less common 
‘prix’. Also, having correctly transcribed ‘Pro’ in ‘ProSavage’ the first time 
round, it's odd that it should use ‘Prose’ on the second occasion. 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Dragon Naturally 
Speaking 7 Mobile 


PRICE £200 (£170 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Scansoft 0870 870 8085 
INFO wwwscansoft.co.uk 





Q he latest version of DNS builds on the advanced, 


natural language engine that has made it the 
market leader over recent years. It works with a wider 
range of programs than its rival and supports macros, 
which speed the common use of specialist phrases. 
The Preferred Edition of the software, on which this 
package is based, includes useful extras such as the 
Vocabulary Optimiser, which checks through existing 
documents on your PC to adapt its vocabulary to your 


specialist words. The Performance Centre brings together 


all the audio and vocabulary improvements under one 
easy-to-find heading. 

Supplying a tried and tested digital speech recorder 
with the software is a good idea for those who work 


away from home a lot. Although you can install DNS 7 on 
a notebook, it's often a lot more convenient to work with 


this small, neat device. Given the inclusion of software, 
recorder and headset, the overall price is reasonable. 


PC verdict © O O 0 O 0 9 90 O 


Technology focus 





SPEECH RECOGNITION 


. 
a 
io Ps Pt i CCS oe + $ 
i EET ' a a hi “ 


any EET biii į Baii 
The Úasl iasi br si haing mirii sihr pal f t H ol a m a a 
vey Èri misse fie preiar rea ee epee a ia ed tbr pe cnag Tas 
THREE bbl al bpak afl ap pri bioa bi 11 empii aay pen T b 


mgro 
Biel laiih in 
= 





RUNNER-UP 


IBM ViaVoice 
Release 10 Pro USB 


PRICE £100 (£85 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Scansoft 0870 870 8085 
INFO wwwscansoft.co.uk 


iaVoice has the advantage of offering a quick 
set-up and requiring minimal training. It also 


produced higher accuracy in our general document test 
— see the Results and accuracy page opposite. So why 
isn't it the winner? 

The answer is that the softwares longer-term future 
must be in doubt, given IBMs delegation of distribution 
and marketing to its main rival, Scansoft. IBM says It’s 
constantly evaluating the retail market, but currently has 
no plans for new versions of ViaVoice beyond Release 
10. ScanSoft has banged another potential nail into the 


coffin, by announcing that it will only sell this product for 


the rest of the year. 

Nevertheless, ViaVoice has its strengths and, despite 
an uncertain future, its a product that works now and 
works well. It's also half the price of DNS, which may 
make it a tempting option for anyone who balks at its 
rivals £200 asking price. 


PC verdict 00 9000909 


The software has come a long way in recent years, but there's room for improvement 





mprovements in the accuracy of speech 
recognition software have been dramatic over 


the last five years. From being able to understand 
only single words, spoken slowly and unnaturally, to 
reproducing naturally spoken sentences with typically 
only one error in 20 words is quite an achievement. 

Increasing accuracy by that last few per cent, from 
95 to 99, is going to require a lot of extra work. It’s the 
little words that most often prove confusing for speech 
recognition software. Confusing ‘a’ and ‘the’ and using 
‘two’ for ‘to’ or ‘too’ are the most common errors. 

The biggest improvement is likely to come from better 
understanding of the syntax and grammar of English. 


For example, better knowledge of the suffix ‘pre’ would 
have prevented the nonsensical ‘prix-installed’ error in 
one of our tests. 

We would also like to see both programs learn 
more from the everyday usage of their speakers. We 
consistently use the form ‘3D’ as an abbreviation for 
‘three dimensional’ in this magazine. Although we 
correct every instance of the default abbreviation ‘3-D’ 
to our preferred use, DNS 7 consistently uses ‘3-D’, while 
irritatingly offering ‘3D’ at the top of its list of corrections. 

The practical restrictions of wearing a wired headset 
may be removed with a further development of 
Bluetooth headsets, as well as mobile phones. 





There were no losers in this two-horse race, but there 
had to be a winner — and it was a close-run thing 


Despite the dearth of 
companies developing 
speech recognition 
software, the market 
is actually expanding 


What are the advantages of 
speaking to your computer, rather 
than using a keyboard and mouse? 
The most obvious is the speed at 
which you can dictate. You can 
speak a lot faster than you can 
type, and for those who can't 
touch-type the difference is even 
more noticeable. 

Speech recognition is also 
important for anyone who, for 
whatever reason, finds it difficult 
to use conventional input 
mechanisms to control Windows 
and enter text. From those who 
suffer from RSI to those with more 
profound disabilities, being able to 
use speech for sending emails and 
browsing the Internet, as well as 
for dictation, can open up whole 
new communication horizons. For 
some, it may be the only way they 
can make use of a PC. 

One thing that’s obvious from 
this mini-Lab Test is that the retail 
speech recognition market is 
shrinking. There are now only two 
products available off-the-shelf, 
and the future of one of them 
already looks decidedly dodgy. 
Which isn't to say that the 
technology itself is declining. 

The market is actually expanding, 
but it’s largely restricted to the 
enterprise and embedded markets. 
IBM, for example, is working with 
the car manufacturer Honda to 
introduce elements of speech 
recognition into vehicles. Many 
large corporate offices, and those 
in specialist fields such as the legal 
profession, use speech recognition 
extensively for preparing repetitive 
documents and to reduce the cost 
of secretarial assistance. 

Not everyone gets on with 
speech recognition. A lot depends 
on your voice, the clarity of your 
speech and your perseverance with 
the software. Some people get on 
really well with the concept, and 
feel lost if they have to switch back 
to a keyboard and mouse for any 
length of time. Others find the need 
for extra proofreading irritating, 
and would rather use their fingers 
than their lips. 

In case you were wondering, the 
whole of this analysis was dictated, 
rather than typed. 
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SHS 


Performance Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 





Editor's Choice 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 
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Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bang per buck 
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Simon Williams 
simon.williams @futurenet.co.uk 


Simon Williams has been an IT 
journalist for 20 years, and has 
spent half that time dissecting 

computers, peripherals and the 
software they run 








adventure 


A new breed of PC aims to be less intrusive than a 
shoebox. Simon Williams unpacks 10 capable cubes 


hile most people can benefit from 
having a PC in the house, not 
everybody wants a metre-high beige 
box in the midst of their designer decoration. 
There's a growing market for discreet PCs 
which take up the same amount of room as 

a mini Hi-Fi, but still pack in all the normal 
features of a modern computer. 


The two requirements dont sit that happily 
together, as the latest processors and 
graphics cards dissipate a lot of heat, which 
has to be extracted from the PC's case into 
the surrounding atmosphere. This is made 
more difficult if all the components are 
packed together inside a small case. 

Shuttle was the company that first started 
the trend in so-called cube’ PCs, but there 
are now several Iaiwanese manufacturers 
making this style of computer, and most of 








Quadro 64MB. 


THE PC PLUS BENCHMARK FOR PCs 
PROVIDES INFORMATION YOU CAN TRUST 


The benchmark score for PCs is derived from a comprehensive set of real 
computing tests which evaluate every aspect of a PC system, not just the 
speed of the processor. The score provides an objective, scientific speed 
rating and is based on a score of 1.0 for PC with a 1GHz Athlon processor, 
256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB UDMA 100 7200 Maxtor hard drive, NVIDIA 


the main UK suppliers have machines of 
this form factor in their ranges. 

The second generation of cube PCs 
removes several of the restrictions of earlier 
models. Rather than having integrated 
graphics with the performance of a 
sloth/tortoise hybrid, modern cubes have 
AGP slots, and enough room to plug in the 
latest Radeon or GeForce FX graphics cards. 
Processors of up to 3GHz are relatively 
common, some with specially-designed, 
entirely-copper heatsinks or pipes removing 
unwanted heat. The only real negative is the 
lack of expansion space. 

So here are 10 mini PCs with surprisingly 
good performance, surprisingly small 
footprints, and looks to turn the head of 
an iMac owner... 


Your guarantee 


The manufacturers have 
guaranteed that these PCs 
will be available with their 
featured specifications while 
this issue of PC Plus is on 


sale — from 12/05/04 to 
8/06/04. Any component 
changes will be due to 
unforeseen shortages. 

Note: replacement parts may 
increase the system price. 
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1.5GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 
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PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Carrera 0871 222 3456 
INFO www.carrera.co.uk 

WARRANTY Three years on-site plus 
two years back-to-base, labour only 


PCPlus 
3SDMARK 2003 
3,000 4,000 5,000 6,000 
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15 GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 
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CARRERA CHOME EZ65 











PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Protac Int. Computers 
0870 120 5370 

INFO www.protac.uk.com 
WARRANTY Two years back-to-base 
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15 GHz CPU 


ECS EZ-BUDDIE 2 


Features 009000900900 
Performance @ @ Q 000 
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MINI PCs 


O arrera uses a new cube case 
from AOpen for its CHome EZ65 
system. This is a neat design, although 
a little restricted externally. Theres a 
new eight-speed DVD rewriter from NEC 
in the only 5.25in drive bay, but the 
3.5in bay, which could usefully have 
included either a multicard reader or 
a floppy drive, has been left empty. 
Instead, Carrera has chosen to supply 
an external card reader, which connects 
in through one of the systems four 
USB 2.0 ports. 

Fixed storage is provided by a 
152GB Maxtor hard drive — a serial ATA 


7-Buddie 2 


Gp he ECS (Elitegroup) EZ-Buddie 
2 is an interesting take on the 
‘cube’ PC. Taller and thinner than most, 
it has a vertically-mounted DVD+RW 
drive on the left-hand side, with a 
six-way memory card reader at the 
bottom. In pride of place on the front 
panel is an illuminated LED display, 
with icons showing the status of key 
components and giving a read-out of 
the processor clock rate. 

In this version, that processor is an 
Athlon XP 3000+, running with 512MB of 
memory, but at the comparatively slow 
rate of 266MHz. The Maxtor hard drive 
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device, and one of the few in this 
group, although the neater SATA cabling 
is ideally suited to the confines of a 
mini PC. Theres 512MB of 400MHz DDR 
memory, too, so you lose very little in 
technology terms in this small- 
envelope design. 

Surprisingly, the processor inside 
this tightly-packed case is a 3GHz 
Pentium 4. The cooler for this, with its 
side-mounted fan, is thermostatically 
controlled and is whisper-quiet. Slightly 
more noise comes from the fan on 
the ATl Radeon 9800 All-in-Wonder 
video adaptor, a card that provides 





is rated at 80GB, but has been 
formatted at 40GB, with a secondary 
hidden partition exclusively for back-up, 
which seems wasteful. 

The system unit is accompanied 
by a 1/in LCD panel, again from 
ECS, a cheap and cheerful wireless 
keyboard and mouse and a pair of 
USB stereo speakers. The system is 
powered by a fairly substantial external 
block power supply. 


In use 
A unique feature of the EZ-Buddie 2 is 
a knob on the front marked ‘CPU Clock’. 





TV and connections for the home 
video enthusiast. 

A 19in AG Neovo LCD display takes 
the video signal well and provides a 
clean, well-detailed display, with 
smooth backlighting and plenty 
of room on the larger desktop. Sound 
comes from a 5.1-channel Realtek 
sound chip on the system board, but 
runs a 2.1-channel set of Creative 
|-trigue 3300 speakers. 


In use 

We saw some of the best results in 
the group from this system, with a 
PC Plus Index of 3.31 and 3DMark 
results of 14002 and 3,/18. This is a 
system which belies its small size by 
offering excellent application and 
leisure performance. 


Service and support 

Carrera offers a five-year warranty with 
the CHome EZ65, the first three on-site 
with a three-to-five working day call- 
out. This is followed by a further two 
years back-to-base, labour only. This is 
a good warranty, and one of the best 
provided by any PC supplier. 


Conclusion 

A copy of Works Suite 2004 is bundled 
with this Carrera system, and overall 
you get excellent value for money in 
a well-configured and fast PC. 


Leaving aside the fact that Athlon XPs 
are clock-locked, so the only way to 
overclock is to mess with bus rates, this 
feature seems to have little effect on 
anything but the systems stability. 

We ran 3DMark 03 at the default 
clock rate of 2.16GHz, and then at what 
the front-panel display claimed was 
2.20, 2.25 and 2.30GHz. The result at 
2.16GHz was 604, not very impressive, 
and at 2.20GHz and 2.25GHz it returned 
603 and 607 respectively. At 2.30GHZz it 
froze half-way through, so the effect of 
this control is marginal at best. 

The 3DMark 2001SE result shows 
the comparatively meagre 3D 
performance of the Radeon 9200, with 
a 2001SEẸ figure of just 4,336, although 
the SYSmark result, giving a PC Plus 
Index of 2.07 is a bit more encouraging. 


Service and support 

Protac, the UK distributors for ECS, 
offers a two-year back-to-base 
warranty with the EZ-Buddie 2, 
although with an interminably long 
14-day turnaround on repairs. We feel 
this is too much leeway. 


Conclusion 

The EZ-Buddie 2 is an interesting take 
on the mini PC from a company 
specialising in notebooks, but its poor 
performance and dodgy set-up spoil 
what is otherwise a promising solution. 
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O vesham seems to have fallen 
firmly in love with the Athlon 64 
processor — it has used the chip in the 
last three PCs it has supplied for our 
Lab Tests. The basis of this neat little 
cube is an Athlon 64 3000+, the version 
with 512K of secondary cache. It's 
backed by 512MB of 400MHz DDR 
memory and by a 149GB Western 
Digital hard drive — and theres room 
for an extra internal drive, too. 

As with most of the other systems 
in this group, floppy drives are 
considered somewhat passé, and this 
machine has a fast, Sony DVD rewriter 
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and a six-way memory card reader as 
removable storage. 

Sound comes from the Nvidia 
Soundstorm chip on the Biostar system 
board, part of the nForce 3 chipset. It 
drives a set of 2.1 speakers from Altec 
Lansing, which give a good account of 
themselves with well-supported bass 
and bright mid-range response. 

Graphics output comes from an All 
Radeon 9800SE All-in-Wonder adaptor, 
so you have TV and video facilities 
built into a high-performance card. It 
runs a 1/in Philips LCD monitor with a 
clean and well backlit display. 


Xperian 1700-2800 


Q he Xperian 1700-2800 is the 
most integrated PC in the group, 
and arguably the best looking. It has 
no separate system unit, as the PC 
itself is integrated into the back of its 
LCD display and the base unit on 
which it stands. The keyboard and 
mouse are wireless, as with all the 
others in this group, and the keyboard 
sits on a rest in front of the screen 
when not in use. 

The 17in LCD display is bracketed on 
either side by reasonable stereo 
speakers, but the bass certainly 
benefits from the set of Creative 





|-trigue speakers with their separate 
sub-bass unit. The system is a mixture 
of desktop and notebook components. 
The DVD rewriter, for example, which 
Slides out from the side of the display, 
is a notebook-style device. Also, in 
addition to the four-way memory 

card slot — theres no CompactFlash 

— theres a PC card slot in place of any 
internal PCI ones. 

The system is based around a 
2.8GHz Pentium 4 processor running 
with 512MB of 333MHz memory, and 
theres a 111GB Western Digital hard 
drive in there for fixed storage. Graphics 
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In use 

Benchmark results from the E-Style 
system were pretty good throughout. 
SYSmark produced a PC Plus Index of 
2.84 which, while not being up there 
with the Carrera, is still more than 
adequate for all general-purpose 
applications. 3DMark indexes of 12,714 
for 3DMark 2001SE and 2,983 for 
3DMark 03 were both well up the field, 
and this small system should be well 
capable of working with video or 
playing modern games. 


PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham Technology 
0870 160 9500 

INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY lwo years on-site plus 
one year back-to-base 


PCPlus 
3DMARK 2003 


3,000 4,000 5,000 6,000 


Service and support 

Evesham provides a three-year 
warranty with the E-Style Il 64 3000, 
comprising two years on-site and the 
final year back-to-base, with parts and 
labour cover. The company claims 
callout and turnaround times of 
between two and four working days. 
This is a very respectable warranty, 
and repairs are carried out by the 
companys own service agents. 
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Conclusion 

This is a purposeful and well-designed 
mini PC, complete with a copy of 
Microsoft Works 7 Pinnacle Studio 9 
and various other useful utilities. The 
inclusion of a 64-bit processor should 
help increase the PCs service life and 
possibly increase its performance when 
64-bit applications become available. 
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E-STYLE Il 64 3000 
Value 009000000 
00900000 
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output comes from an ATI Mobility 
Radeon 9000 chip with 64MB of its 
own video memory. 


PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Hi-Grade Computers 
0208 532 6111 

INFO www.hi-grade.com 
WARRANTY Two years collect 
and return 


In use 

The Xperian was never designed for 
ultra-slick performance, but it still 
manages a PC Plus Index of 2.63, which 
isn't the slowest in this group. Graphic 
benchmark results at 7169 for 3DMark 
2001SE and 939 for 3DMark 03 are 
weak, but again not as weak as a 
couple of other machines that we 
tested here. 


PCPlus 
3DMARK 2003 
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PCPlus 


Service and support BENCHMARK INDEX 


Hi-Grade offers a two-year collect- 
and-return warranty on its Xperian 
system, with a typical turnaround of 
four working days. This is a fair 
compromise, as at least you dont 
have to find the cost of returning the 
system, but again we would like to 
see three-year cover on a system in 
this price bracket. 
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Conclusion 

If youre after a really well-integrated 

PC for your living room, Hi-Grades 
Xperian 1700-2800 stands out from 

any of the three-piece systems in this 
group. It'S very good looking, is well put 
together, and it can truly do the job of 
a full-blown media centre, as well as 
being a capable PC. 
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PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
INFO www.meshcomputers.com 
WARRANTY lwo years on-site plus 
one year back-to-base 
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MESH 

MEDIA+ CUBASE64 
3000+ SPACE 

Value 009090900000 
009000000 
Performane @0 00000000 


OVERALL 
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PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microland 

0870 443 0399 

INFO www.microlanduk.com 
WARRANTY Iwo years on-site plus 
one year back-to-base 
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MICROLAND 

TECH PLUS 21701 

Value 0090000000 
0090000000 
Performance @0 00000000 
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MINI PCs 


M) eshs black Shuttle case sets 

a Sony DVD rewriter above a 
six-way card reader as a standard 
feature in this neat cube. Shuttle 

was the original bare bones mini PC 
manufacturer and uses an innovative 
‘heat pipe’ system, which conducts 
heat away from the PCs processor to 
a fan and heat sink attached to the 
inside back of its case. 

In the case of the Media+ 
Cubase64 3000+ Space that processor 
is yet another Athlon 64 3000+, and 
its backed up by 512MB of 400MHz 
memory. Theres a 152GB Maxtor SATA 
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M) icroland’s TECH Plus 21701 
appears to be the ideal system 
to take to a LAN party. These gatherings 
of gamers require systems which 

are easy to transport, but still have 
considerable performance potential 

for playing the latest games. 

This system is built into another 
Shuttle case, and, as Shuttle is 
celebrating its first 20 years, it includes 
a shoulder bag for carrying the kit 
around. The system is based around 
a 3GHz Pentium 4, with an almost 
excessive 1GB of main memory and a 
152GB Maxtor serial AIA hard drive. 





hard drive for fixed storage. 

Graphics output is provided by a 
GeForce FX5900 XT, which has a fairly 
noisy fan when you first start the 
system up. It drives a 17in ViewSonic 
LCD monitor, which provides a sharp, 
easy-to-read picture. The 5.1 sound 
output from the nVidia nForce 3 chipset 
is underused by the 2.1 Creative |-trigue 
3300 speakers supplied here. 

This Mesh PC is one of several 
to use the Media Center version of 
Windows XP in its system, providing 
an extra layer of control for the leisure 
functions such as TV, DVD playback 
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As if this wasn't enough, theres a 
Shuttle DVD rewriter and a six-way card 
reader in the front panel. The sound 
comes courtesy of a Realtek 6.1- 
channel sound chip on the system 
board, and drives a compatible set of 
Creative Inspire P580 speakers. As well 
as the wired Ethernet connection at 
the back theres an aerial, and all the 
hardware for an 82.11b wireless 
network connection, too 

Graphics output is provided by an 
ATI Radeon 9800 Pro graphics card 
which drives a Relisys LCD monitor. 
This is a widescreen 1/in device, and is 


and personal recording via the built-in 
PVR software. 


In use 

The Media+ Cubase64 3000+ Space 
returns an almost identical PC Plus 
Index of 2.82 to the Evesham PC, which 
uses the same 64-bit chip. Applications 
such as those in the Works Suite 2004 
provided by Mesh will do well with 

this hardware, and 3DMark results are 
also impressive. 

An index of 15,733 from 3DMark 
2O0ISE is a very good figure, although 
not the highest here, and this goes for 
the 5015 produced by 3DMark 03, too. 
This system won't be causing any 
problems with 3D games, despite its 
discreet size. 


Service and support 

Mesh offers a three-year warranty with 
the Media+ Cubase64 3000+ Space, 
comprising two years on-site and 

a further year back-to-base. The 
company advises that call-out times 
will vary, depending on the location 

of the customer. 


Conclusion 

This is a good system, with better than 
average performance and a strong 
specification. It's well put together, 
looks smart and offers a lot of potential 
for business and leisure tasks. 


ideal for viewing DVD movies and 
widescreen TV, as it also incorporates 
a TV tuner. The monitor has two 
separate AV imports, as well as the 
analogue VGA, but also an external 
power supply, which makes things a 
little untidy. 


In use 

As you might expect from a 3GHz 
Pentium 4 and a top-of-the-range 
Radeon graphics card, performance 

is not a problem with this system. It 
produced a PC Plus Index of 3.15 and 

a pretty amazing 3DMark 200ISE figure 
of 1/705. This high 3D performance was 
confirmed by the 3DMark 03 result of 
5,601. All of this is pretty impressive for 
a small footprint PC. 


Service and support 

Microland provides a three-year 
warranty with the TECH Plus 21/01 
system, the first two years of which 
are on-site with the final year back to 
base. This is a perfectly reasonable 
warranty, and Microland claims a two 
working day turnaround on repairs. 


Conclusion 

The system comes with very little 
software, other than the normal CD 
and DVD utilities, but it’s still very good 
value on both the performance and 
specification fronts. 











N) otice the 3400 in the model 
name eMAXX P4 3400? That's 
because this Special Reserve PC is the 
first 34GHz Pentium 4 system we've 
seen in a Lab Test. Housed in a Biostar 
cube case, like Eveshams, the styling 
here leaves a little to be desired. With 
its predominantly silver colouring, the 
cream NEC DVD rewriter looks out of 
place, and theres no memory card 
reader or floppy drive. 

There is a 155GB Seagate hard drive 
and 512MB of dual-channel 400MHz 
memory to support the processor. 
Several suppliers, including Special 








Q his Encore 3102 system is built 
into MSIS latest entertainment- 
based cube case, the Mega 180. This 
goes further than most machines to 
incorporate functions such as CD, 
MP3 and DVD playback and it can 
accomplish all these without having 
to start up Windows. 

With a clean, black and acrylic 


fascia divided into five distinct sections, 


the system unit has a Sony DVD 
rewriter built in at the top, above a 
colourful LED display which comes into 
its own when the system is playing 
music or movies. Below this are 


Reserve, describe this as an 800MHz 
memory bus, and since memory in 
both 400MHz channels can be 
accessed simultaneously through the 
Intel 865G chipsets 800MHz front-side 
bus, this is fair comment. 

Sound output is provided by a 6.1 
channel C-Media chip, but drives a set 
of Trust 2500p speakers, which are only 
2.1 channel. Sound quality is fair, 
although lacking in the bass registers. 

Graphics output comes from a 
Sapphire Radeon 9600XT adaptor, 
which is not at the extreme high end 
of 3D performance. It drives a 1/in 


transport controls for the CD drive, a 
six-way memory card reader and 
finally USB 2.0 and Firewire sockets 
behind a click-down flap. Located 
down the left-hand side are controls 
to turn the various parts of the system 
on and off. 

An Athlon XP 2800+ powers the 
system with 512MB of memory, 
although 128MB of this is shared, and 
used by the embedded Nvidia GeForce 
4MX graphics chip. A 144GB Samsung 
hard drive provides fixed storage. 

The graphics chip drives a 1/in 
widescreen liyama LCD monitor, which 
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DiDi-T LM17A LCD monitor, not a well- 
known brand, but which gives a fair 
account of itself. Again, a carrying case 
is provided for the cube base unit. 


In use 

The 34GHz Pentium 4 processor has 

all the grunt you expect, and produces 
a PC Plus Index of 345, the highest 
seen in this group. Although strong, the 
3D results don't compare with those 
from the Microland system. The 3DMark 
2001SE index of 12,573 is still more than 
respectable, though, and the score 
returned from 3DMark 03, 3,857 is also 

a perfectly good rating. 


Service and support 

Special Reserve offers a straight two- 
year, on-site warranty with a three-day 
callout to support Its eMAXX P4 3400 
system, and while this is fine as far as 
it goes, wed like to see cover over a 
third year, even if its back to base. 


Conclusion 

Special Reserve provides Microsoft 
Works 7 and various DVD and CD 
utilities, and also a copy of DVD X-Copy, 
a program designed to back-up 
commercial DVD releases for personal 
use. This is a strong contestant, but it’s 
also a noisy one, thanks to the 
thermostatically-controlled cooling 

fan in the Biostar case. 


looks suspiciously like the Relisys 
display provided by Microland. The 
liyama broke down part-way through 
testing, producing an unusable 
distorted picture. Theres also an 
element of overkill, as both PC and 
monitor include TV tuners. Sound from 
the six-channel sound chip drives a 
set of VideoLogic ZXR550 speakers. 


In use 

Benchmark results were not good. A 
PC Plus Index of 2.33 Is the joint lowest 
in the group, the 3DMark 2001SE Index 
of 4167 is lower even than the 
EZ-Buddie and the system wouldn't 
complete the 3DMark 03 test, as 
varlous aspects of the tests were not 
supported by the hardware. 


Service and support 

Systemax provides a one-year, on-site 
warranty with the Encore 3102. While 
this is moving in the right direction, 
we really would expect more than 

a years cover with a system costing 
this much. 


Conclusion 

Systemax bundles Ability Office 2003 
with Its system, and the MediaCentre 
Deluxe 3 application provided by MSI. 
All in all, this is a fair system, but it 
could do with a better graphics adaptor 
and longer warranty cover. 
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PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Special Reserve 
0870 72 5999 

INFO www.MAXXPC.com 
WARRANTY Two years on-site 
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15 GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 








SPECIAL RESERVE 
EMAXX P4 3400 


Features 00900009 
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PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Systemax 

0870 729 7644 

INFO www.simply.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year on-site 
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SYSTEMAX 
ENCORE 3102 


Features 00900090090 


Performance @ 0 9000900 
OVERALL 7) 











PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Time Computers 

01282 77 7555 

INFO www.timecomputers.com 
WARRANTY One year on-site plus 
two years back-to-base, labour only 
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PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Watford Electronics 

0870 027 0900 

INFO wwwssavastore.com/watford 
WARRANTY One year on-site plus 
five years back-to-base, labour only 
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WATFORD 
MEGA CUBE 9800 AIW 


Features 0090000 
OEE AAT) 
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Q imes MediaCenter XL is built into 
a smaller MSI case than even 
most of its rival cubes. It has a large 
amber fluorescent panel at the front, 
which displays a graphic equaliser 
when the system is playing music 
CDs. The base unit can be used as a 
CD and DVD player, without starting 
up Windows, but when you do 
launch the OS you also have the extra 
functionality of Windows Media 
Center Edition. 

The system is built around a 
Pentium 4, running at 2.8GHz with 
512MB of comparatively-slow 333MHz 


WATFORD 
Mega Cube 





(by ike the Systemax Encore, this 
Watford Mega Cube 9800 AIW 
is based on an MSI Mega 180 cube 
system. There are a couple of 
differences to its makeup, however. 
For a Start, it incorporates a Sapphire 
Radeon 9800 All-in-Wonder graphics 
adaptor, and uses an Athlon XP 3000+ 
processor. These two components 
work well together, and when you 
add in a 151GB Hitachi hard drive and 
a DVD rewriter from MSI, the system 
Starts to look good. 


As with the Hi-Grade and Systemax 


systems, the computer plays MP3 





DDR memory and a parallel interface 
152GB Maxtor hard drive. Theres a DVD 
rewriter and a six-way card reader on 
the front panel, and a TV/FM tuner 
inside the case. 

Sound is provided by a Realtek 5.1 
channel sound chip on the system 
board, while graphics output is 
provided by a Gainward GeForce FX 
5/00 Ultra running into a 17in E-yama 
LCD display. We thought that this 
model was a cheeky imitation of 
the leading liyama brand, until we 
discovered that it's manufactured by 
this Japanese supplier. 





tracks, CDs and DVDs without having to 
load up Windows. It also has a built-in 
AM/FM radio receiver, although you 
need to fire up the All-in-Wonder card 
under Windows for TV, 

It's a shame, then, that the graphics 
adaptor runs into a 15in DiDi-T LCD 
monitor, the smallest in the group (how 
clever, by the way, to name a range of 
displays after an environmentally 
devastating herbicide). Sound is not 
much better catered for, as the 51 
channel Nvidia Soundstorm chip 
runs into a stereo pair of cheap and 
cheerful Creative speakers. 


In use 

Benchmark results for the Time 
MediaCenter XL were in the middle of 
the field throughout. A PC Plus Index of 
2.88 is fair for a system of this size and 
specification, and the 3DMark indexes 
of 11,208 and 3,159 for 2001SE and 03, 
respectively, make the system a good 
vehicle for games play. 

Unfortunately, for a machine 
obviously intended for the living room, 
its much too noisy, The main processor 
fan runs continuously, and is 
sufficiently intrusive that you can hear 
it above quiet passages in music or 
film soundtracks. We measured the 
sound level at 44.2dBA. Also, the 
wireless mouse Is very difficult to hold, 
as both sides have buttons placed 
where you would naturally grip it. 


Service and support 

Time provides a three-year warranty, 
but with only the first year on-site 
and the following two covering labour 
costs only. 


Conclusion 

Unusually for Time, theres very little 
application software supplied with the 
system, just the usual utilities to 
support the main hardware. The 
MediaCenter XL would be an excellent 
sitting-room system, if it wasn't for the 
physical noise it makes when running. 


In use 

The SYSmark benchmark produced 
exactly the same PC Plus Index of 2.35 
as the Systemax system, even though 
this one uses an Athlon XP 3000+. 
3DMark results were considerably 
better, however, with 3DMark 2001SE 
racking up 16,008 and 3DMark 03 
scoring 5,646. In real terms, all these 
results are more than adequate for 
most business and leisure tasks. It's 
only relative to others in the group that 
the application results are a little low, 


Service and support 

Watford includes a six-year warranty 
with the Mega Cube, but only the first 
year of this is on-site. The remaining 
five years are back to base and cover 
labour costs only, which is somewhat 
disappointing. We would really expect 
to see two-year or preferably three- 
year cover, including the cost of 
replacement parts. 


Conclusion 

The application bundle included with 
this system, which includes Ability 
Office, Pinnacle Studio 7 MyDVD, Nero 
and Panda Anti-Virus, covers most of 
the bases and copes with many of the 
tasks you likely to put the system to. 
All in all, though, the size of the 
monitor and quality of the speakers 
let the system down. 
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Technology focus 


Embedded operating systems and system cooling 





or all the niggles you can 

level against Windows XP 
it's a pretty comprehensive 
operating system. It also pretty 
big, which means that it takes an 
appreciable time to start-up. If 
you decide to play a CD or record 
a TV programme, you may not 
have the time, or the inclination, 
to wait the minute or so it takes 
Windows to kick into life. 

To be really useful, a 
multimedia PC needs to be able 
to do these things virtually on 
demand. This is why several 
Taiwanese suppliers providing 
barebones systems to system 
integrators or to the public have 
incorporated secondary operating 
systems into their machines. 

In the case of Hi-Grade's 
Xperian, it runs a version of Linux 
as well as Windows, and it’s this 
that leaps into action when you 
press the CD or DVD buttons on its 
wireless keyboard. It still takes a 
short while to scan a disc and 
decide what it should be playing, 
but the specialised Linux apps 
pop up much more quickly than 
their Windows counterparts. 

When it comes to the MSI 
boxes used by Systemax, Time 
and Watford, the operating 
system for their multimedia 
functions is completely hidden 
from view, as all you see is the 
front panel display on the system 
box — the LCD monitor doesn't 
have to start up. This is perhaps 
the ideal solution, truly combining 
the functions of PC, DVD and CD 
players, AM and FM radio. 


Taking the heat 

Both the Shuttle designs used in 
PCs in this group make use of 
heat pipes to help conduct heat 


© 


away from their processors to the 
backs of their cases. Heat pipes 
are effectively small heat 
exchanges, in which the heat is 
conducted away from the heat 
source, in this case the PC's 
processor, to a colder 
environment, a cooling block with 
a fan. The heat itself drives the 
whole process and, with the right 
materials used in the pipes, the 
process can be very efficient — 
the Shuttle cases demonstrate 
this to great effect. 

Heat is the enemy of small PC 
designs, not just because it 
makes them hot, but also 
because they have to be fitted 
with fans, and fans make noise. If 
you're designing a PC for use in 
the living room, the last thing you 
want to introduce is fan noise. 


The good, the bad... 

There's much to recommend a 
small-form factor machine and 
the latest models have improved 
dramatically from the early 
Shuttle systems that we've seen. 
But bulky towers are still the best 
choice if you want to build a 
powerful AlO system — they come 
with an unparalleled flexibility 
and give you the ability to replace 
any part and double up on others. 
Three hard disks? No problem. 
Two optical drives and an internal 
card reader? Absolutely. 

But so popular have these tiny 
cases become that a new small 
form factor standard is on the 
way. Dubbed BTX, the size of 
future PCs will shrink thanks to 
regular miniaturisation and the 
replacement of traditional PCI 
interfaces with the newer, faster 
and much more compact PCI 
Express versions. 


ALAA 





As pretty as a mini Hi-Fi system costing a quarter of the price, MSI's 
Mega 180 systems make full use of their LED displays. 
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This month's 10 pint-sized PCs up close... 
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Supplier Carrera ECS Evesham Hi-Grade Mesh 

Model CHome EZ65 EZ-Buddie 2 E-Style Il 64 3000 Xperian 1700-2800 Mediat+ Cubase64 3000+ Space 

Telephone number 0871 222 3456 0870 1205 370 0870 160 9500 0208 532 6100 0870 0464747 

Info Wwww.carrera.co.uk www.protac.uk.com www.evesham.com www.hi-grade.com www.meshcomputers.com 

Price £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 

Warranty 3 years on-site plus 2 years 2 years back-to-base 2 years on-site plus 1 year 2 years collect and return 2 years on-site plus 1 year 
back-to-base, labour only back-to-base back-to-base 

Warranty call-out time 2-5 days, depending on 14 days 2-4 days 4 working days Dependent on location 
location 

Delivery charge £40 £12 £40 £34 £43 

CPU type/Clock (GHz) Pentium 4/3.00 Athlon XP 3000+ Athlon 64 3000+ Pentium 4/2.80 Athlon 64 3000+ 

Level 2 cache (KB) 512 512 512 512 512 

System board AOpen UX45G-1394 ECS U7-2 Biostar IDEQ A64 MIC (model not stated) Shuttle FN85 

Chipset Intel 865 VIA KM400 nVidia nForce 3 Intel 845PE nVidia nForce 3 

Memory/bus speed (MHz) 400/400 266/333 400/400 333/333 400/400 

Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 512 512 

Maximum memory (GB) 2 2 2 1 1.5 

Hard drive make Maxtor Maxtor Western Digital Western Digital Maxtor 

Hard drive capacity (GB) 152 SATA 39 (more available) 149 111 152 SATA 

CD/DVD make/speed NEC DVD+RW/8 x 4 x 12 BenQ DVD+RW/4 x 4 x 12 Sony DVD+RW/8 x 4 x 12 Toshiba DVD+RW/4 x 2.4x8 Sony DVD+RW/8 x 4 x 12 

Other drives and devices 6-way card reader, wireless  6-way card reader, V92 6-way card reader V92 4-way card reader, PC card V.90 modem, 6-way card 
network adapter, USB 2.0 modem, TV/FM tuner card modem, Ethernet reader, V92 modem, Ethernet, reader, TV tuner 

TV/FM tuner 

PCI slots: total/free, AGP 1/0, 1 1/0, 1 1/0, 1 1/0, 0 1/0, 1 

Drive bays external/internal 1 x 5.25/1 x 3.5/1 x 3.5 1X 5 25/13 5) le. 5 1 x 5.25/1 x 3.5/2 x 3.5 0 1 x 5.25/1 x 3.5/1 x 3.5 

Ports 1 x 9-pin, 4 x USB 2.0, 1 x 9-pin, 5 x USB 2.0, 1 x 9-pin, 4 x USB 2.0, 4 x USB 2.0, 2 x FireWire 1 x 9-pin, 4 x USB 2.0, 
3 x FireWire, 1 x parallel 3 x FireWire, 1 x parallel 2 x FireWire 2 x FireWire 

Monitor model AG Neovo F-419 ECS EZ18A Philips 170B4 Integrated Viewsonic VE175B 

Monitor type LCD LCD LCD LCD LCD 

Quoted/viewable inches 19/19.00 18/18.00 17/1700 17/1700 17/1700 

Dot pitch or Max res 1,280 x 1,024 1,280 x 1,024 1,280 x 1,024 1,280 x 1,024 1,280 x 1,024 

Video adaptor ATI Radeon 9800SE All-in- ATI Radeon 9200 ATI Radeon 9800SE All-in- ATI Mobility Radeon 9000 nVidia GeForce FX5900 XT 
Wonder Wonder 

AGP level: system/card 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 4x/4x 8x/8x 

Video memory (MB) 128 64 128 64 128 

SENTRA S DE 
Sound card Realtek 5.1 channel Realtek 5.1 channel nVidia SoundStorm 5.1 (Media AC97 nVidia SoundStorm 5.1 
Speakers Creative I-trigue 3300 Anonymous USB stereo Altec Lansing 2100 Integrated stereo and Creative l-trigue 3300 
Creative I-trigue 

BIOS make Award Award Award Insyde Award 

Power: run/suspend (VA) 161/24 156/96 154/17 101/12 132/67 

Noise level (dBA) 40 40 40 40 40 

SOFTWARE 

Operating system Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Media Center 

Filing system NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS 

Bundled software MS Works Suite 2004, utils WinCinema, 2 games, Nero, MS Works 7 Pinnacle Studio Ability Office, Panda AV, Nero, MS Works Suite 2004, Power 

modem/TV/FM utils Zens rine 8, modem/TV/FM utils Director, CD/modem utils 
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Supplier Microland Special Reserve Systemax Time Watford 
Model TECH Plus 21701 eMAXX P4 3400 Encore 3102 MediaCenter XL Mega Cube 9800 AIW 
Telephone number 0870 443 0399 0870 725 9999 0870 729 7644 01282 77 7555 0870 027 0900 
Info www.microlanduk.com WWww.maxxpc.com www.simply.co.uk www.timecomputers.com www.savastore.com/watford 
Price £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
Warranty 2 years on-site plus 1 year 2 years on-site 1 year on-site 1 years on-site plus 2 years 1 year on-site plus 5 years 
back-to-base back-to-base, labour only back-to-base, labour only 
Warranty call-out time 2 working days 3 working days Not stated Not stated None 
Delivery charge £34 £15 £29 Included £35 
CPU type/Clock (GHz) Pentium 4/3.00 Pentium 4/3.40 Athlon XP 2800+/2.08 Pentium 4/2.80 Athlon XP 3000+/2.16 
Level 2 cache (KB) 512 512 512 512 512 
System board Shuttle FB61 Biostar 200T MSI Mega 180 MSI Mega 651 MSI Mega 180 
Chipset Intel 865G Intel 865G nVidia nForce2 SiS 651/962 nVidia nForce2 
Memory/bus speed (MHz) 400/400 dual channel 400/400 dual channel 400/400 333/333 400/400 
Supplied memory (MB) 1,024 512 384 + 128 shared 512 1,024 
Maximum memory (GB) 2 2 2 2 2 
Hard drive make Maxtor Seagate Samsung Maxtor Hitachi 
Hard drive capacity (GB) 152 SATA 153 SATA 144 152 151 
CD/DVD make/speed Shuttle/(speeds not stated) NEC DVD+RW/8 x 4 x 12 Sony DVD+RW/4 x 2.4 x 8 NEC DVD+RW/4 x 2.4 x 12 MSI DVD+RW/4 x 4 x 8 
Other drives and devices 6-way card reader, V.90 Ethernet, TV tuner 6-way card reader, V.92 6-way card reader, V.90 6-way card reader, V.92 
modem, Ethernet, wireless modem, Ethernet, wireless modem, Ethernet, TV/FM modem, Ethernet, wireless 
network, carrying case network, AM/FM tuner tuner network, AM/FM tuner 
PCI slots: total/free, AGP 1/01 1/0,1 1/0,1 1/0,1 1/1,1 
Drive bays external/internal 1 x 5.25, 1 x 3.5, 1 x 3.5 1X525 IXS bx 3:5 e525, 3.5, 1 x 55 1X525 IK 3-5 I5 1X525 1K 5 S 
Ports 1 x 9-pin, 6 x USB 2.0, 1 x 9-pin, 4 x USB 2.0, 4 x USB 2.0, 2 x FireWire 1 x 9-pin, 4 x USB 2.0, 4 x USB 2.0, 2 x FireWire 
2 x FireWire, 1 x parallel 2 x FireWire 2 x FireWire, 1 x parallel 
Monitor model Relisys RTL1720S DiDi-T LM17A liyama C171WT E-yama 17)N1 DiDi-T LM15A 
Monitor type LCD widescreen LCD LCD LCD LCD 
Quoted/viewable inches 17/1700 17/1700 17/1700 17/1700 17/15.00 
Dot pitch or Max res 1,280 x 768 1,280 x 1,024 1,280 x 1,024 1,280 x 1,024 1,024 x 768 
Video adaptor ATI Radeon 9800 Pro Sapphire Radeon 9600 XT Integrated nVidia GeForce Gainward GeForce FX5700 Sapphire Radeon 9800 All-in- 
4MX Ultra Wonder 
AGP level: system/card 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 4x/8x 8x/8x 
Video memory (MB) 128 128 128 shared 128 128 
KEXTRAS E C E eer ree | 
Sound card Realtek ALC650 5.1 CMedia 6.1 nVidia Soundstorm 5.1 Realtek ALC650 5.1 nVidia Soundstorm 5.1 
Speakers Creative Inspire P580 Trust 2500p Videologic ZXR550 Videologic ZXR500 Creative SBS250 
BIOS make Award Intel Award Award Award 
Power: run/suspend (VA) 161/84 130/94 152/78 113/17 157/76 
Noise level (dBA) «40 45 at peaks 40 44.2dBA ‘40 
SOFTWARE 
Operating system Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Media Center Windows XP Home 
Filing system NTFS NTFS NTFS FAT 32 NTFS 
Bundled software DVD/CD/modem utils MS Works 7, DVD X-Copy, Ability Office, MSI DVD/CD/modem/TV/FM utils Ability Office, Pinnacle Studio 
Power DVD, Instant DVD/CD, MediaCentre 7, Sonic MyDVD, Ahead Nero, 
utils 2 games 
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Result 


© ur benchmarks are designed to rigorously 
test every aspect of the PC in order 

to make an exact judgement on its overall 
performance. Each chart enables you to tell, 

at a glance, how each PC has performed in 

the individual areas, plus its overall score 
(shown opposite). 

The PC Plus index gives a relative score 
against a baseline system that achieves a 
benchmark score of 1.0. The Baseline system 
consists of the following specification: 1GHz AMD 
Athlon CPU, 256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB UDMA 
100 7200 RPM Maxtor hard drive and 64MB 
NVIDIA Quadro graphics card. 

While every effort is made to test each PC to 
the same standard, unfortunately we sometimes 
receive PCs that refuse to cooperate with the 
benchmarking tools we use. In these instances 
we take the scores that we have been able to 
obtain and make an assessment of the PCs 
performance based on these results. However, 
the PC will not receive a PC Plus index if both 
parts of the SYSmark test do not complete. 
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SYSmark2002 results 
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SYSmark2002's Internet Content 
benchmark tests a PC's ability to cope with 
content creation. A series of scripts runs 

a number of demanding applications, 
including Adobe Photoshop 6.01, Adobe 
Premiere 6.0, Microsoft Media Encoder 71, 
Macromedia Dreamweaver 4 and Flash 5. 


Bigger is better 
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MINI PCs 


Each PC is put through a series of benchmarks to give 
an accurate picture of its overall performance 


PCPlus 


Combined benchmark scores 
































1.4 2.0 2.6 3.2 

Special Reserve 

Carrera 3.31 

Microland 3.15 

Time 

Evesham 

Mesh 

Hi-Grade The overall PC Plus benchmark 
score is taken from 

Systemax SYSmark2002 and then 
indexed against a 1GHz Athlon 

Watford system. This means you can 

ECS instantly see just how fast any 


SYSmark2002 results 
Office Productivity 
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SYSmark2002's Office Productivity 
benchmark tests a PC's ability to cope with 
everyday office applications. A series of 
scripts run a number of demanding 
applications, including Microsoft Office 

XP versions of Word, Excel, PowerPoint, 
Outlook and Access. 


Bigger is better 


PC system is. 


3DMark2001 results 
1,024 x 768 x 32-bit 
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Microland 17,705 
Watford 16,008 
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Carrera 
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ECS 








Systemax 





3DMark2001SE benchmarks a PC's graphics 
subsystem at a number of different 
resolutions. Although only the default 
scores are listed here, each PC is also 
tested at the higher resolution of 1,280x 
1,024x16-bit. Some LCDs can only be 
tested at their native resolution. 


Bigger is better 





MINI PCs 





PCPlus 


Verdic 





It was a close call this month, but our chosen winners 
offer a little extra in terms of features and performance 





Small is beautiful, and 
certainly more acceptable 
in a living space, but why 
has it taken so long? 


> 


a 
EDITOR'S 
CHOICE 





Having looked at these multimedia 
systems, built into cases roughly 
a third the size of the PCs we 
normally test, the question that 
immediately springs to mind is 
‘Why have they been so long in 
coming?’ It should surely have 
been possible to a build a system 
as practical and well designed as 
several of these machines, several 
years ago? 

What we have in these PCs are 
small, custom-designed system 
boards, with typically just single 
AGP and single PCI expansion slots. 
They also share heavy integration 
of most other system board 
features. Many of these systems 
include all the essentials as 
standard, such as multi-channel 
sound, cabled and wireless 


EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Carrera CHome EZ65 


PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Carrera 0871 222 3456 
INFO wwwcarrera.co.uk 





benchmark tests, and proves that this system is just as 
at home with games as with spreadsheets. It's when 
you add in a full version of Microsofts Works Suite, and 
especially the 19in LCD monitor — most others use 1/in 
devices — that this system really moves ahead. It's a 
neat little PC for the home or office, offering a full 
range of multimedia options — and on a big screen. 


PC verdict © O O 0 O 0O 9 90 O 


C arrera has this habit of offering a little more 
value than its main competitors. In this case, 
most of the main components were matched in other 
systems, but not all of them in the same machine. 
Here we have a fast Pentium 4 processor, a high- 
capacity SATA hard drive, one of the new eight-speed 
recording DVD rewriters and a close to top-of-the-range 
ATI Radeon 9800SE All-in-Wonder card. As you might 


expect, this combination produces high scores in our 





Mesh Media+ Cubase64 
3000+ Space 


PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
INFO www.meshcomputers.com 


M) eshs Shuttle-based cube offers you a lot for your 
money, and was a contender for the top award. 

It comes with a fast graphics card, a capable 64-bit 
processor and an equivalent hard drive and DVD rewriter 
to those in the Carrera system. Even the software bundle 
is comparable, so why didn't it take the crown? In the 
end, we felt that the extra length of the Carreras screen 
diagonal was worth more, in this environment, than the 
performance potential of the Athlon 64. 


PC verdict © O O 0 O 0 9 90 O 
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BEST PERFORMER 


Microland 


TECH Plus 21701 


PRICE £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Microland 0870 443 0399 
INFO www.microlanduk.com 


M) icroland systems have been getting closer and 
closer to an award in our Lab Tests, and with this 


entry the company has finally made it. Its Shuttle-based 
system has been well tuned, and by fitting the Pro version 
of the ATI Radeon 9800 graphics card, it has pushed 3D 
performance higher than we expected to see from any 
cube-based PC. Although the general application results 
from the system were beaten by those from the Special 
Reserve, 3D performance is what counts this month. 


PC verdict © O O 0 O 0 9 90 O 


networks, fast interconnections 
such as USB 2.0 and FireWire and 
slots for all leading memory cards. 

The key area in which these 
media PCs have failed in the past 
is graphics performance, but by 
including a full 8x AGP slot, they 
enable system integrators to fit 
whatever card is appropriate for the 
performance and budget of their 
mini systems. The PCI slot enables 
extras such as a TV tuner, if these 
are not already included within the 
barebones specification, or on the 
graphics card. 

Essentially, these cube systems 
are standard PCs with all the space 
taken out; the key problem until 
recently has been dispersing the 
heat. Although the mini PCs 
reviewed this month are still 
pumping out a lot of heat with fans 
or heat pipes, the next generation 
of processors, moving down to 90 
nanometre architecture, promise to 
run cooler, and ease the problems 
of building small systems. 

There's now very little reason, 
apart from the rather garish 
multi-coloured LED displays on the 
fronts of these boxes, why there 
shouldn't be one in just about any 
smart living room. The only proviso 
is that where you see holes or slots 
in the case, don't block them with 
your Sunday supplement — the PCs 
need the ventilation. 
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Editor's Choice 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 





a | 
EDITORS 
HOICE 





Performance Award Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 























espite the convenience and wire- 
© free nature of 802.11b and 802.11g 

networking, we could say that this 
corner of the market is filled with cheaters 
and broken promises. §02.11bs speed may 
be 11Mbps on paper, but the real-world 
throughput is less than half this amount. Of 
course, 802.11b is yesterday's designation, 
now eclipsed by the newer, faster 802 119 
specification. True, 802.119 wont accelerate 
data anywhere close to the 54Mbps rating 
advertised. But claims of a five-fold speed 
increase are bang on. With a measured 
bandwidth of around 20-22Mbps, 802.11¢g 
can give you a wireless infrastructure that 
can cope with almost anything. 

In this months Lab Test, we've put a 

range of Wireless Access Points and wireless 





Awarded to products that 

represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bang per buck 


S The invisible 
network 


Building a wireless network is easy, but which components 
work the best? Dean Evans tests and tests and tests and... 





Dean Evans 
dean.evans @futurenet.co.uk 


Dean Evans now knows more 
about wireless networking than 
he really wanted to. 














PCI/PCMCIA cards through their paces. The 
question we asked was a simple one: does 
one manufacturers 802.119 equipment shunt 
data faster than anothers 802.11g kit? You 
can see the results and our conclusions for 
yourself on the following pages. In addition, 
because many 802.119 APs now support 
100Mbps or 108Mbps modes, we also 
wanted to ascertain whether performance 
gains are significant enough to warrant 
abandoning 802.11g for such a throughput- 
enhanced system. Just how fast do you need 
a wireless network to be? 

This Lab Test will give you an idea of 
what components you can currently buy to 
share Internet and computer resources in the 
office or home. Crucially, it also gives you a 
heads-up on how they perform. 
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How we tested 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


Each set of wireless equipment was subjected to a rigorous (and lengthy) testing process 


T) here's no way to test a Wireless Access Point on its own, so for 

this Lab Test we needed to measure its performance as part of a 
functioning network. Together with PCMCIA and PCI cards (as and where 
available), we constructed a small network with each company’s kit. This 
network consisted of: a machine hosting a Wireless Access Point; a laptop 
equipped with a wireless PC card; and a desktop PC fitted with a wireless 
PCI card. 

To test all-round, “real-world” performance, we subjected each network 
to the same series of tests. Each WAP was set to broadcast on the same 
channel (2), and set to its maximum speed, 54Mbps in most cases, but 
100Mbps and 108Mbps for equipment that supports enhanced throughput 
technologies such as Packet or Frame Bursting. For these particular tests, 
all of the encryption settings were disabled in order to measure pure, 
maximum ratings. 

Data transfer speeds and bandwidth sizes have been measured here 
using two different applications and two files of differing sizes. To test 
maximum throughput speeds, we used Ixia’s Qcheck software 
(www.ixia.com). Using Qcheck’s Throughput test we sent 1,000KB data 
packets across the test network and measured the data transmission 
results. This Throughput test was run ten times and the figures recorded 
were used to calculate an average maximum throughput rating. This rating 
gives us an idea of the network's higher-level bandwidth capability and 
how it performs with small data chunks — web browsing, low-level file 
transfer and so on. 

The Qcheck tests were run at short and medium ranges. At short range, 
the client laptop and desktop PCs were placed within 10m (32 feet) of the 
WAP For the long-range tests, the client laptop and desktop PCs were sited 
20m (65 feet) away from the WAP and in a separate room. This second test 
enabled us to record the reduction in signal strength and calculate the 
drop-off in network performance. Wireless broadcasts also had to contend 





with computer interference in our office, and with competing wireless 
networks — although none shared the same area of the broadcast 
spectrum as the test network. 

Our second set of tests used the SpeedTest server/client software from 
Raccoonworks (www.raccoonworks.com). By shunting large files between 
two networked computers, the speed of data transmission and the 
network bandwidth can be measured. For these tests we used a 55MB 
video file and a 200MB data archive and transferred each of them across 
the network three times to get an average transfer time (measured in 
seconds) and an average throughput (measured in Mbps and MB/s). 

This gives us an indication of the lower-level bandwidth. 

Finally, we calculated a “real-world” bandwidth figure by taking an 
average of these higher and lower-level throughput scores. For a full 
breakdown of each wireless kit’s performance, see the raw numbers in 
the results table at the end of this test. 


The SpeedTest 

app can be used to 
send data between 
linked computers. 
In this Lab Test we 
used sample 55MB 
and 200MB files to 
measure the speed. 








3com OfficeConnect 


OfficeConnect Wireless lla/b/g Access 


Point (3CRWE454A72) 

PRICE £99 (£83 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER |T Chest 0870 112 0840 
INFO www.3com.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


OfficeConnect Wireless 11g PC Card 
(3CRWE154G72) 

PRICE £39 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER |T Chest 0870 112 0840 
INFO www.3com.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


OfficeConnect Wireless 11g USB 
Adapter (3CRWE254G72) 

PRICE £39 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER |T Chest 0870 112 0840 
INFO www.3com.co.uk 


WARRANTY One year 





ireless giant 3Com’s sober OfficeConnect 
D series aims to be the perfect wireless 
solution for the SMB sector. Like some other 
Wireless Access Points, the 3Com device 
requires some software guidance to assign an 
IP address rather than rely on a one-stop 
browser-based setup process. It’s an over- 
complicated system, but 3Com’s entrant not 
only provides support for the 802.11b and 
802.11g standards, but also 802.11a. And once 
set up correctly, the sCRWE454A72 and its 
accompanying PCMCIA card and USB adapter 
can form the core of a reliable network. 

The business angles are obvious here — 
twin aerials for increased wireless coverage, 
plus 256-bit WPA encryption for extra security. 
Finished in a forgettable 1990's cream, the Wireless Access 
Point is devoid of any style. But with a claimed range of 
100m (and no noticeable performance hit during our tests), 
it's an ideal office solution. The OfficeConnect PCMCIA card is 
unremarkable, but rather than supply an internal PCI card, 
3Com has opted for a USB adapter. 

Bar a few initial setup problems with the WAP the 
OfficeConnect products do exactly what 3Com claims that 
they do and the company feels no need to dabble with the 
unpredictable Super G standard. The presence of 802.11a is a 
welcome one, as is the 256-bit WPA encryption, which 


3COM OFFICECONNECT provides much better security than WEP 
With the emphasis on performance, the 3Com trio 
produce some good benchmark numbers. The broadcasting 
capabilities of the 3CRWE454A/2 are tested in a PC-clogged 
office environment like ours. But the drop-off in performance 
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While they lack any sense of style, 3Com’s OfficeConnect 
products are flexible, reliable and notably business-focused. 


here is one of the lowest of all the wireless solutions tested, 
which makes it ideal for larger offices. While the maximum 
throughput occasionally hit 22-24Mbps, the average 
sustainable rate in our tests was closer to 18-19Mbps. This 
takes into account firing 1000KB chunks of data across the 
wireless link using Qcheck and transferring our two test files. 
Again, performance is rock-solid. 

With its business focus, an OfficeConnect-based network 
is easily flexible enough to cope with all kinds of data 
transfer, be it straightforward file copying or streaming. The 
WAP may have fallen out of the ugly tree, but there’s no 
denying the quality of 3Com’s kit. It's trickier to set up than 
the home-targeted options, but don't let that put you off. 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


ACTIONTEC 54IVibps 


802.11g 54Mbps Wireless Access Point 
PRICE £69 (£59 ex VAT) 


O ctiontec might not strike you as one of 
the big wireless networking companies, 


but it has a good range of equipment that 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com . 
INFO wvwactiontec com ranges from DSL modems to Wireless Routers. 
WARRANTY One year The new Actiontec 54Mbps Wireless Access 
Point is chunkier than your average box, 
finished in a dull grey with twin aerials 


E a PC Card installed at the two back corners. Setup seems 
ex . i i . 

SUPPLIER www dabs.com simple enough and involves installing the | 
NFO inaction supplied AP Locator software, then configuring 
WARRANTY One year the device via a web browser interface. 


This should be trouble free, but the default 
logon/password isn't even mentioned in the 
Quickstart documentation (you need to dig into 
the PDF user manual for it), and the logon 
details are case-sensitive (type Admin’ rather 
than ‘admin’). It’s a small criticism, but it proved annoying 
when you've become accustomed to more straightforward 
setup procedures. Once in, however, the Actiontec WAP 
supports the main features you expect, such as MAC address 
filtering and 128/64-bit WEP While Actiontec did supply a 
companion PCMCIA card, no PCI card was included. 

As its name suggests, these Actiontec products are rated 
at 54Mbps, although you'll need to fiddle with the settings to 
get the best out of them. In our tests, transmission speeds 
settled down to an average of almost 20Mbps for short 
bursts of data, but this fell away to around 13-l4Mbps when 
transferring the larger 55MB and 200MB files. Worryingly, our 
tests showed a considerable drop of almost 50 per cent at a 
distance of 20m, and the file transfer tests often refused to 
maintain a strong connection. Again, the full 802.112 mode is 
ideal for streaming both audio and video, although quality 








ACTIONTEC 54MBPS 
Value 0090000000 
Features 00900000 
Performance @ 0000900 


OVERALL 
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asus WL Series 


sus didn't entirely stick to the script for 
802.11g Wireless LAN Router O this Lab Test, and instead of one 
Mea ee Wireless Access Point, it supplied two. The 
seein ian an T second of the two WAPs, the WL-330, is pitched 
INFO wwwasus.com as a portable solution, a compact box with a 
WARRANTY Two years single Ethernet port and a DC jack. As such, it 
supports 802.11b only with speeds of 5Mbps. 
Asus supplied a four-port Wireless LAN 
Wireless LAN Cardbus (WL-100g) Router for this test, which does all sorts of 
PRICE £29 (£25 ex VAT) other tricks bar act as a simple WAP Most 
SUPPLIER www.komplett.co.uk 
INFO wWwwasus com notably, it also features a USB slot and this 
WARRANTY One year extra interface enables you to plug in a printer 
that will be shared between PCs; a shared 
storage device (such as an external hard disk 
drive); and even a webcam for home or office 
monitoring. The WL-500g can also act as a 
wireless bridge should you need it to. While Asus didn't 
supply a PCI card with this wireless pack, a WL158G PCI 
Adapter is available according to the manufacturer's website. 
The WL-100g PCMCIA card, meanwhile, is one of the few 
cards to still feature a foldout aerial. Drivers are supplied, but 
during our installation the card didn't need them and we 
connected to the network in seconds. 
Adjusting the settings is simplicity itself and the WL-500g 
features all the options you'd expect in a versatile wireless 
LAN Router — MAC address filtering, 128-bit and 64-bit WEP 





ST SD = encryption, and WPA (but only via a Firmware upgrade later). 
ASUS WL SERIES It also features a Firewall option for added protection when 

CED linked to your existing modem. 

Say what you like about the ugly aerial, but reception 


Performance @ 000000 
was excellent at short range and the Asus network 


maintained a high throughput in all of our tests. There was 





Actiontec’s 54Mbps kit offers bare-bones networking options, 
but it still manages to produce some decent TP scores. 


will deteriorate with distance and the network will slow if any 
802.11b devices are present. 

Despite some niggles, Actiontec provides a fairly decent 
solution here, albeit a bulky one. But theres nothing that sets 
its WAP or its companion products apart from the crowd. In 
terms of style and features, it offers little to challenge the 
likes of Linksys and Netgear. Theres no 108Mbps option, 
although this shouldn't be a criticism, and while it doesnt 
support WPA, the options are sparse when compared to the 
Buffalo and US Robotics products. 

If anything is a worry it’s the poor signal quality over 
distance, making it unsuitable for larger offices. But it will 
operate efficiently in a home or SoHo environment. 


i 


n, 
a | 
| 





Netgear and Linksys may have the brand recognition, but these 
Asus products are capable of some eye-catching performance. 


some significant drop-off in signal strength beyond 20m, 
however, but the fact that our second test spot was in 
another room will undoubtedly affect the broadcast quality. If 
the average throughput of an 802.11g network can be said to 
fall between 18Mbps and 22Mbps then with a speed of 
19Mbps (hitting highs of 23Mbps) this Asus equipment is 
right up there with the best of them. It's a good set of 
numbers that mark out the Asus WL range as one to watch. 

If this test proves anything, it's that there are more 
wireless networking options than Linksys and Netgear. The 
flip-up aerial on the PC card isn't the best solution — it feels 
flimsy. But you can't criticise the setup too harshly when it 
lives up to your 802.11g expectations. 
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BELKIN 549 


54g Wireless Access Point (F5D7130uk) 
PRICE £49 (£41 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.belkin.co.uk 

WARRANTY Lifetime 


Wireless Notebook Network Card 
(F5D7010uk) 

PRICE £33 (£28 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.belkin.co.uk 
WARRANTY Lifetime 


Wireless Desktop Network Card 
(F5D7000uk) 

PRICE £33 (£28 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.belkin.co.uk 
WARRANTY Lifetime 


1 


Mbps 





BELKIN 54G 





WIRELESS NETWORKING 


O elkin is another established name in 
networking and the company supplies 
the full range of kit from the WAP and adapter 
cards you see here to ADSL Modem Routers 
and wireless print servers. Like many big 
players, Belkin will never rush to be first with 
the newest technologies but these 
components do allow you to dabble with 
higher 108Mbps settings. 

As usual, the setup procedure is practically 
idiot-proof — the installation program for the 
PCMCIA card even greets you with a digitised 
‘welcome’. The WAP itself is a compact dull 
silver affair with twin aerials — nothing fancy. 
Theres only a single Ethernet port at the back 
and like most Access Points it can either stand 
‘as Is’ on a flat surface or be wall-mounted to take 
advantage of better line-of-sight access. Belkin supplied both 
PCMCIA and PCI adapters with its Wireless Access Point. Both 
cards feature an Xpress setting with packet bursting to boost 
rated data speeds up to 108Mbps. But as the WAP is limited 
to 54Mbps we were unable to test this functionality. 

Belkin’s trio of wireless components is certainly easy to 
set up. The WAP is accessed via a familiar web browser 
interface, where you can adjust the main options such as the 
broadcast channel, 128/64-bit WEP encryption, MAC address 
filtering and whether to use the WAP as a Wireless Bridge. 

In our tests, the highest levels of throughput held steady 
at around 21Mbps, although this drops off to around 16- 
1/Mbps in real-world terms when dealing with different types 
of data. Nevertheless, performance was strong and there 
was very little bandwidth shrinkage at distance. It's not the 


BUFFALO AirStation G54 


AirStation G54 Wireless LAN Router 
(WBR-G54) 

PRICE £69 (£59 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.buffalo-technology.com 
WARRANTY [wo years 


AirStation G54 Wireless CardBus 
(WLI-CB-G54A) 

PRICE £35 (£30 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.buffalo-technology.com 
WARRANTY [wo years 





BUFFALO AIRSTATION G54 
Value 0090000000 
009000000 
Performance @ 0000009 


Features 


OVERALL 
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uffalo is another big hitter in the 
O wireless world and for this Lab Test the 
company submitted its large G54 four-port 
Wireless LAN Router and a compatible PCMCIA 
card. Buffalo also supplied its considerably 
smaller AirStation G54, designed to extend the 
reach of an existing wireless network. 

The AirStation itself is the classic white pod 
with an integrated aerial. Supplied with a 
software CD, it's simple to set up, with a step- 
by-step installation process that installs the 
wireless card, the client manager software and 
finally sets up the base station itself. As a 
Router there are obviously options to auto- 
configure the AirStation to access DSL or CATV 
connections. But it’s the AP functionality we're 
really interested in here. 

This WBR-G54 comes fully loaded and offers the 
expected security options and more — 128-bit and 64-bit 
WEP encryption, WPA-PSK (TKIP and AES) and WPA-EAP 
otherwise known as 802.1x. The AirStation also features an 
integrated DHCP server, plus options for MAC address filtering 
and WDS wireless bridging. It even boasts its own Intrusion 
Detector, which applies packet-filtering rules to block 
unauthorised access. 

Initial tests with Qcheck returned some good results. 
Throughput varied between highs of 26Mbps and lows of 
12Mbps, but the average is closer to 21Mbps, bang on the 
money for the 54Mbps standard. This puts the bandwidth at 
just over 2,/00KB/s — far from shabby. The Speedlest 
benchmarks give an indication of how the Buffalo network 
copes with heavier loads — specifically a 55MB video file and 








Belkin’s 54g range offers enhanced throughput networking at 
a rock-bottom price. Only the 54Mbps WAP lets it down here. 


fastest collection of products we've seen this month, but this 
is a solid and reliable setup with minimal variance in the 
signal strength. There’s no doubt that higher speeds and 
fatter data pipes are available, but an average bandwidth of 
around 2,000 KB/s is good enough for nippy file transfer and 
video/audio streaming. 

If you haven't noticed by now, there’s no real difference 
in 802.11g performance across the various kits tested here. 
What sets wireless equipment apart are the extra features 
available and ease-of-use. While Belkins Wireless Access 
Point has none of the advanced security options that are 
available in other products, its relative cheapness may make 
it an attractive option. 


BUFFALO 


Air Station 


54 


24 
CF) 


Despite lacking the boost that Super G, Nitro or Xpress can 
bring, AirStation performance is well above the .11g average. 


a 200MB data file. As expected, the throughput drops away 
from the 21Mbps average. With an average transfer speed 
measured at 2,182KB/s, the average throughput was clocked 
at 1/Mbps, still good for an 802.11g-based network. 

Buffalo's products again show that there’s very little 
speed difference at the 802.119 level. But in terms of features 
the AirStation range is worth a serious and longer look. The 
fact that the AirStation has been built with bridging in mind 
makes it a good office choice, and despite the integrated 
aerial the range remains strong at distance. True, it lacks the 
lure of those unratified Super G speeds and the false high of 
108Mbps. But with solid performance like this, you don't 
really need the sky-high option. 
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GIGABYTE GN Series 


802.11g Wireless Access Point 
GN-A17GU) 

PRICE £78 (£66 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwscan.co.uk 
INFO hittp://uk.giga-byte.com 
WARRANTY One year 


ss 


802.11b/g Dual Mode Wireless LAN 
card (GN-WMAG) 

PRICE £31 (£26 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwscan.co.uk 

INFO hittp://uk.giga-byte.com 
WARRANTY One year 


802.11b/g Dual Mode Wireless PCI 
card (GN-WBZB-M) 

PRICE £23 (£20 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwscan.co.uk 
INFO hittp://uk.giga-byte.com 
WARRANTY One year 
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GIGABYTE GN SERIES 
Value 00909000000 
009000000 


Features 
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a ust because a Wireless Access Point will 
be stuck well out of the way, doesn't 
mean it cant look good. And Gigabytes new 
GN-AL/GU does look good — a smoothly 
sculpted white plastic box with minimalist LED 
displays and a thick white aerial that looks 
suspiciously like a painted emery board. 
Usefully, you can slide off the casing to reveal 
an integrated PCMCIA slot. This enables you to 
add extra functionality, such as 802.11a, without 
dumping the AP for a newer model. 

Like the WAP both the PCI and PCMCIA 
components require drivers to be installed. Pop 
the CD in first, integrate the driver software, 
then plug in the card — it's a straightforward 
process. A couple of clicks later and you're 
connected to the WAP at a default 54Mbps. The pop-up G- 
Ezlink Utility gives you a handy run-down of network 
speeds, connection type and channel number. The factory 
settings lock the Wireless Access Point to the basic 802.11g 
specification, and in this mode the maximum average 
throughput holds steady at around 22Mbps. But Gigabyte’s 
box can also operate in Point to Point and Point to MultiPoint 
modes, features 152/128/64-bit WEP encryption plus 
extended MAC address filtering. There are also the Turbo and 
Super extensions to the 54Mbps standard to consider. 

If the basic 802.11b TP hits an average of 3.5Mbps and the 
basic 802.11g spec rises to 22Mbps, then the Turbo/Super 
variants use two channels to double this speed. Of course, 
while it may say LO8Mbps onscreen, the real-world speed is 
less than half this number. Tests with Qcheck gauged the 
throughput at highs of 46Mbps and lows of around 14Mbps. 


KcorP Lifestyle LOSG+ 


Wireless Gateway Router (KLG-575) 
PRICE £79 (£67 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwscan.co.uk 

INFO www.kcorplifestyle.com 
WARRANTY One year 


Wireless Notebook Network Card 
KLG-520) 

PRICE £43 (£37 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwscan.co.uk 
INFO www.kcorplifestyle.com 
WARRANTY One year 


— 


Wireless PCI Desktop Network Adapter 
KLG-530) 

PRICE £43 (£37 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.scan.co.uk 

INFO www.kcorplifestyle.com 
WARRANTY One year 


— 


1 


Mbps 


KCORP LIFESTYLE 108G- 








he trio of products from KCORP — the 
KLG-5/5 Gateway Router, the KLG-530 PCI 


card and KLG-520 CardBus — aim to provide 
cheap and fast networking with the minimum 
of technical fuss. The four-port Wireless 
Gateway Router is a business-like black box, 
lacking any of the style of Netgear’s product 
line or the iconic design of the Linksys series. 
Like most wireless kit, It's simple to set up, with 
a wizard to guide you through the basic 
configuration, although you can easily quit this 
to adjust the settings manually. 

Good access options extend beyond MAC 
filtering to IP and Domain blocking, and include 
a remote management capability. But it’s the 
Super G functionality that catches the eye here. 
Based on the throughput enhancement technology 
developed by Atheros, Super G hijacks two channels in the 
24GHz spectrum to double real-world 802.11g speeds from 
21Mbps up to 45Mbps. 

Of course, this go-faster format is mostly proprietary and 
speeds are rarely constant. In our tests with Qcheck the 
throughput scores were erratic, anywhere between 18Mbps 
and 42Mbps. File transfer was equally flaky, bottoming out at 
1,081KB/s with Super G turned on, but increasing to a steady 
1,430KB/s in the normal 802.11g mode. You might see an 
improvement when web browsing, but for large-scale file 
transfer the results show an inconsistency that bog-standard 
802.11g doesn't suffer. 

Just as the throughput varied wildly, so data traffic ebbed 
and flowed as the size of the wireless pipe expanded and 
contracted, seemingly at random. The network didnt cope 


= 
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If the benchmark numbers are anything to go by, a Gigabyte- 
built network has an efficiency that many others lack. 


This isn't surprising as we've had similar results elsewhere. 
We need the Speedlest results to put things in perspective. 

You'd expect the throughput to shrink when transferring 
large files but the speeds hovered around the 25Mbps mark, 
while the average Qcheck throughput was measured at 
28Mbps. Like other dual-channel 802.11g systems, however, 
maintaining a high and steady data speed relies on good 
signal strength, although the speed will still fluctuate. 

After some initial setup problems, the Gigabyte kit 
certainly impressed. The WAP is extremely versatile, offering 
several different connection speeds plus extra security 
options in the form of 152-bit WEP and WPA-PSK modes. But 
ultimately, just take a look at the numbers. 





Little-known manufacturer KCORP is one of the companies 
actively pushing the Atheros-developed Super G standard. 


well in our office environment, and despite 42Mbps highs, 
the average sustainable throughput hung shamefaced at 
around 19Mbps. Of course, if you are thinking of building a 
108Mbps-capable network, you'll need to buy the 
matching KCORP components that all feature the same 
Atheros Super G technology. 

More than just a Wireless Access Point, the KLG-5/5 offers 
users an integrated four-port Wireless Router for under £80. 
True, the much-vaunted 108Mbps mode may lack the 
Stability to impress, but the components are easy to set up 
and use. It's also worth noting that a cheaper Silver series of 
products offer 802.119 speeds with none of that dual channel 


Super G nonsense. 
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WIRELESS NETWORKING 


LINKSYS Wireless-G 


Wireless-G Access Point (WAP54G) 
PRICE £63 (£54 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO wwwiinksys.com 
WARRANTY [wo years 


Wireless-G Notebook Adaptor 
(WPC54G) 

PRICE £47 (£40 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwiinksys.com 
WARRANTY One year 


Wireless-G PCI Adapter (WMP54G) 
PRICE £38 (£32 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO wwwiinksys.com 
WARRANTY One year 





LINKSYS WIRELESS-G 


Value 009000009000 


Features CAAA A7) 
Performance OAE) 





T inksys is one of the more established 
names in wireless networking and its 


Access Points and Routers are instantly 
recognisable thanks to their chunky blue/grey 
design. And if you opt for a Linksys setup such 
as this you're ignoring Super G alternatives in 
favour of solid 802.119 performance. 

The WAP54G looks almost identical to the 
majority of the Routers that Linksys produces. 
There are prettier boxes available. But few can 
match the all-rounder performance and ease- 
of-use that Linksys builds into its product line. 
Rather than rely solely on a browser setup 
routine, a Setup Wizard on the accompanying 
CD holds your hand through the configuration. 
WEP is disabled in the factory settings, and 
there's little else to get to grips with, bar channel switching 
and IP changing. More experienced users can, however, 
access extended setup options via a web browser, specifying 
the wireless operating mode, changing the device from an 
AP to a Wireless Bridge, and restricting access to key MAC 
addresses. Both the PCI and PCMCIA cards install quickly and 
easily, grabbing their driver software from the supplied CDs. 

The WAP54G is as simple as a Wireless Access Point gets. 
While the speed tests show that the maximum throughput 
can't match the 100Mbps and 108Mbps products, the Linksys 
kit puts in a good performance. It holds steady with an 
average maximum speed of 21Mbps, which drops to 15Mbps 
during the file transfer tests. The WAP54G also demonstrates 
good signal strength in an office environment, with an 18 per 
cent drop off in speed when tested 20m (and a partition) 
away from the client laptop. 


NETGEAR WG Series 


Wireless Access Point (WG602 v2) 
PRICE £68 (£58 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 

INFO www.netgear.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


Wireless PC Card (WGS511T) 
PRICE £49 (£41 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.netgear.co.uk 
WARRANTY Iwo years 


Wireless PCI Adapter (WG311T) 
PRICE £55 (£47 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.netgear.co.uk 
WARRANTY Iwo years 








NETGEAR WG SERIES 





Value 00900009000 


Features 00900000900 
Performance @ @ 0 000 
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etgear has one of the strongest 
N) reputations in the wireless networking 
business and has an enviable range of WAPs, 
routers, ADSL modems and connectivity cards. 
The frill-free WG602 looks much like Netgear’s 
other devices — desirably sculpted, gorgeously 
curved and finished with a combination of 
silver and clear plastic. With a clear web-based 
setup and configuration interface, it’s also easy 
to use and even 802.11 novices can get 
connected in a matter of minutes. Both the 
PCMCIA and PCI cards supplied support the 
extended 108Mbps speeds devised by Atheros. 

Netgear's products are undoubtedly strong 
and this trio builds on the company’s already 
impressive reputation. Due to the 54Mbps 
limitations of the Wireless Access Point, we couldn't test the 
upper speeds promised by the two l08Mbps cards. But in 
sessions with the similarly-specced WAP from KCORP we 
were able to boost the 18Mbps real-world speed to a much 
more impressive 2/Mbps. Again, this speed-boosting 
technology can be flaky and pushes 54Mbps kit to the limit. 
Only when the 802.11n specification appears will we be able 
to enjoy true 108Mbps networking. 

In normal 802.11g modes, the bandwidth across the 
Netgear network is bang on what we'd expect from an 
802.11g solution, and while the maximum average 
throughput is closer to 21Mbps (with the occasional 24Mbps 
high), sustained data transfer speeds settled down at a solid, 
if unspectacular, 18Mbps. Of course, despite the lack of Super 
G performance via the WAP it’s more than capable of 
Streaming flawless audio and MPEG-4 video, even low-grade 





Linksys is one of the giants of the wireless networking industry, 
but its current Wireless-G series desperately needs an upgrade. 


There's much to be said for avoiding proprietary 
technologies in favour of the tried-and-tested (and ratified) 
Standards. With this in mind, the WAP54G is a reliable 
workhorse that shuns the 108Mbps promises barked loud by 
other manufacturers. It's part of a high-performance range of 
equipment from Linksys, which includes its top-of-the-range 
WAGS54G, an excellent Wireless-G ADSL Gateway with 
integrated Firewall. If an ADSL modem and a WAP are on your 
shopping list, this all-in-one solution will work wonders. 

With pure 802.11g and 802.11b support, the WAP54G does 
everything you want a Wireless Access Point to do, with the 
minimum of fuss and hassle. It's a feature that doesn't 
appear on the box, but should never be underestimated. 





Netgear’s equipment is capable of 108Mbps speeds, but the 
54Mbps WAP here sadly limits the maximum throughput. 


MPEG-2 files. Distance reduces the effectiveness and signal 
strength dropped by almost a quarter when we moved to 
our second test location. 

Despite not being able to test a 108Mbps Wireless Access 
Point, both Netgear’s PCI and CardBus options offered good 
connectivity with some excellent range. The file transfer 
times were particularly good in the standard 802.11g mode, 
proving that despite a slightly lower average throughput than 
other competing systems, a Netgear-built network is still a 
strong and reliable one. 

With an enviable product line and good warranty cover, 
Netgear is always going to be a contender for awards. This 
time, however, it just misses out. 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


SOLWISE LOSMbps 


PheeNet 802.11g Wireless Access 
Point (WAP154G) 

PRICE £67 (£57 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwsolwise.co.uk 
INFO www.solwise.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PheeNet 802.119 Cardbus Wireless 
Adapter (WL-0354G) 

PRICE £36 (£31 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwsolwise.co.uk 
INFO www.solwise.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


OkeyNet 802.119 54Mbps USB Adapter 
(WL-ST701) 

PRICE £49 (£42 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER wwwsolwise.co.uk 

INFO wwwsolwise.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 
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SOLWISE 108MBPS 

Value 0090000000 
00000000 
Performance @@OOOOOeO 





Features 





OVERALL 


nhelpfully packaged with no paper 
U) documentation, this PheeNet-badged 
equipment from web-seller Solwise is hardly a 
recognisable brand. But as manufacturers like 
KCORP have proved, the logo is irrelevant if the 
performance is good enough. 

The Wireless Access Point is one of the 
smallest here, compact and a dirty white, with 
a plastic front panel that's so dark it's difficult to 
see the LEDs flashing behind it. There's not 
that much more to it, bar a single aerial and 
Ethernet port at the back. Like the majority of 
WAPs, the AP's settings can be accessed via a 
web browser. A wizard is on hand to steer 
beginners through the main options, while a 
more advanced menu enables expert users to 
meddle with everything from the broadcast channel to MAC 
address filters and encryption (64/128/152-bit WEP and WPA- 
PSK). The WAP also supports the Atheros Super G mode to 
double the data rate. However, the USB WLAN adapter 
supplied only operates at 54Mbps. 

The package aims to impress thanks to Its extra 108Mbps 
mode. At the default 54Mbps settings, Qcheck rated the 
throughout between the WAP and PCMCIA/PCI clients at 
around 1/-18Mbps, an average result that we've seen 
bettered in this Lab Test. The throughput did hit highs of 
22Mbps, but did so rarely. In Super G, Qcheck did clock the 
throughput at 40Mbps, but it regularly fell away to 1OMbps, 
sometimes less. Reaching the top speed (and staying there) 
is a rare event and the Qcheck average settles at 25Mbps. 

In a run-through with the Speedlest software, you can 
see just how effective the speed boost is. Initial tests were 





sony Wireless LAN 


Wireless LAN Access Point 
(PCWA-A320) 

PRICE £125 (£106 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.morecomputers.co.uk 
INFO wwwsony.co.uk 

WARRANTY One year 


Wireless LAN Converter (PCWA-DE30) 
PRICE £125 (£106 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.morecomputers.co.uk 
INFO wwwssony.co.uk 

WARRANTY One year 








SONY WIRELESS LAN 
Value 0090000 
09090000 
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OVERALL 
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ony’s PCWA series is designed to link its 
fleet of VAIOs together (although it’s not 


VAIO exclusive). The range does include a 
C300S Type II PCMCIA card, but here Sony has 
supplied only the A320 WAP and the DE30 
Wireless LAN Converter for desktop PCs. 

The WAP itself is an unobtrusive, compact 
block with an integrated Ethernet cable. This 
connects into an external power unit, which 
then trails another Ethernet cable to the host 
PC. The WAP is configured using Sony’s own 
CarrierGate software. Once up and running, a 
pale blue LED pulses slowly beneath the 
frosted plastic on the front face. The setup, 
meanwhile, is simple, and it's easy to adjust 
the main options because there are few of 
them. No PCMCIA card was supplied, but the desktop adapter 
(DE30) can attach to either a laptop or a desktop PC, 
although laptop users won't find it convenient. The DE30 too 
is a stylish square block like the WAP and it also requires its 
own external power supply and a second Ethernet cable. 

Sony's gadgets doesn't offer the fastest speeds, or the 
highest security settings — there’s no sign of the WPA 
protocol, for example. It's far and away the smallest and 
neatest of WAP solutions. But good styling is less important 
than functionality and the data shunting capabilities here are 
slightly down on what me might expect from a standard 
802.11g setup. 

In our tests with Qcheck, data speeds only hit highs of 
15Mbps, 3-4Mbps below what we've seen elsewhere in this 
Lab Test. And there are no Packet or Frame Bursting options 
to improve this figure. Transferring our large 55MB and 200MB 
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Super G speeds undoubtedly impress, but they don’t have the 
sustained performance to entirely convince. 


encouraging — the 55MB file was transferred in a mere 19 
seconds. The next test, however, was the complete opposite 
— a woefully small transfer rate and a time of 58 seconds. 
This second score seems the exception rather than the rule, 
and subsequent tests returned much better results. But it's 
an indication of the up/down nature of 108Mbps speeds. 

To Super G or not to Super G? That is the question. While 
the speed gains are certainly there to be seen, you need to 
play around with the settings and the different modes to get 
the best out of the equipment. Interference by other wireless 
networks plays a part too, and it's worth noting that there are 
worries that Super G can flood the 24GHz spectrum and 
hamper the performance of other nearby networks. 





Sony’s Wireless LAN Access Point is certainly a looker, but it 
can’t match the exctended features of the other devices here. 


files was always going to take Its toll on the throughput, and 
the average speed was clocked at just under 12Mbps. In 
terms of real-world performance, Sony’s system shows the 
least amount of variance between its highs and lows with 
an average throughput of 13Mbps (at the short range of 0- 
10m). Similarly, transfer speeds are a little below par. But if the 
average transfer time for the 55MB file was 30 seconds, the 
38 seconds here is hardly shameful. 

The PCWA-A320 and accompanying DE30 certainly fit into 
the stylish-or-bust design ethic favoured by Sony. But they 
are expensive and surprisingly limited options, without any of 
the enhanced encryption security or 108Mbps speed frills 
that you can get (for less) elsewhere. 
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WIRELESS NETWORKING 


TRUST SpeedShare 


Speedshare Turbo Pro Router & 
Wireless Access Point (13643) 

PRICE £109 (£93 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.idealcomputing.co.uk 
INFO wwwttrust.com/uk 

WARRANTY Iwo years 


Speedshare Turbo Pro Wireless PC- 
Card (13647) 

PRICE £55 (£47 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.idealcomputing.co.uk 
INFO wwwtrust.com/uk 

WARRANTY [wo years 


Speedshare Turbo Pro Wireless PCI 
Adapter (13645) 

PRICE £55 (£47 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.idealcomputing.co.uk 
INFO wwwrust.com/uk 


WARRANTY Iwo years 





TRUST SPEEDSHARE 


OVERALL 








rust isn't a name that immediately 
Q springs to mind when you think of 
wireless networking. Unlike Netgear, Linksys et 
al, this is a company with its corporate fingers 
in many IT pies. It manufactures keyboards 
alongside soundcards, cameras alongside 
wireless video senders. Nevertheless, it was 
one of the first companies to pursue the Super 
G 108Mbps standard developed by Atheros,s 
and its PCI card delivered some excellent 
results back in PC Plus 216. 

More than just a WAP the single-aerialed 
Speedshare Turbo Pro also acts as a router. It’s 
much the same as the KCORP device, including 
the same easy AP setup via your web browser. 
The Super G mode is disabled by default, and 
without it the maximum throughput loiters around the 22- 
24Mbps mark. Switched on, performance improves but it's far 
from steady, reaching highs of 52Mbps and lows of 15Mbps 
within the same series of Qcheck tests. Both the PCMCIA and 
PCI cards are capable of delivering some spectacular (and 
sporadic) performance. 

Trust's solution is one of the few that seems to live up to 
its 108Mbps claims — at least if you view 108Mbps as a real- 
world speed that hits 50-55Mbps. The speed tests, however, 
reveal the same basic flaws in the system. The Trust PCI and 
PCMCIA cards can receive short bursts of data at ludicrously 
fast speeds, but they cope less well with larger chunks that 
are more difficult to break up. 

Throughput is erratic and if this is noticeable during our 
tests, it will be noticeable in everyday usage. Shunting small 
chunks of data between Turbo Pro Wireless devices will take 


us RoBoTICS Wireless Turbo 


Wireless Turbo Multifunction Access 
Point (5450) 

PRICE £93 (£79 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.dsl-warehouse.co.uk 
INFO www.usr.com 

WARRANTY Two years 


802.11g Wireless Turbo PC Card (5410) 
PRICE £38 (£32 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.ds!-warehouse.co.uk 
INFO www.usr.com 

WARRANTY Iwo years 


Wireless Turbo PCI Adapter (5416) 
PRICE £42 (£36 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.ds!-warehouse.co.uk 
INFO www.usr.com 

WARRANTY Iwo years 
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USR WIRELESS TURBO 
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ireless networking companies don't get 
much bigger than US Robotics, yet over 


the years the former networking giant has 
been overtaken by younger companies selling 
far sexier products. 

Holding firm to its business origins, the USR 
WAP is compact and black, supplied with two 
thick aerials to give it the biggest range 
possible. The supplied application CD includes 
the Access Point software required to locate 
and configure the device, plus copies of Norton 
Personal Firewall 2003 and AdSubstract, an 
Internet banner-ad blocker. It can be used in 
one of five modes: as a straight WAP an Access 
Point Client, a Wireless Bridge, Multi-bridge or a 
Repeater. Both the PCI card and the PCMCIA 
card support enhanced 100Mbps speeds, and both require 
driver software to be installed before they'll shunt data 
anywhere near this level. 

The 5450 WAP may not be much of a looker, but it’s easy 
to set up and in addition to the standard features you expect 
to find — 128-bit WEP 802.11b/g compatibility, MAC address 
filtering — it ups the security level a notch with both 256-bit 
WEP and 802.1x support. 

The truth, as always, is in the testing and there's no sign 
of the proclaimed 100Mbps mode, even during short range 
testing. Performance is severely affected by interference and 
while switching the channels improved the max throughput 
from typical 802.119 speeds to 2/-28Mbps, its hardly a 
doubling of the performance. Obviously you'll only get this 
boost when a USR WAP talks to a USR PCI or PCMCIA card. 
These ‘unofficial’ standards are a great way to boost sales. 
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Trust's 108Mbps mode acheives some high throughput scores, 
but it can’t always maintain them with large chunks of data. 


advantage of the higher speeds that the Atheros Super G 
system provides. But for lengthy wireless copying, the turbo 
aspects of the system make little or no impression and 
speeds plummet to around 10-12Mbps. 

Again, you've got to question whether the 108Mbps 
claims live up to the hype. Normal 802.11g cards provide 
Steady performance that is more than capable of streaming 
compressed audio and video files. The Super G system 
attempts to throttle up the 54Mbps rating, but the ride is a 
bumpy one. The l08Mbps settings is the IT equivalent of 
‘Snake oil’ — you might get something out of it, then again 
you might not. Nevertheless, Trust provides a capable and 
impressive set of kit that’s well worth a look. 





US Robotics is security-conscious and supplements 64/128-bit 
WEP encryption with 256-bit WEP, WPA and 802.1x. 


Good as the maximum throughput is, Qcheck only fires 
1,000KB data chunks across the wireless link. In the 
heavyweight file transfer tests with our 55MB and 200MB test 
files, the performance settles back to expected 802.11g levels 
and speeds of around 20Mbps. 

If extensive wireless testing teaches us anything, it’s that 
you can't believe what you read about speed. USR's bold 
100Mbps claim looks very good on the box, but you'll get 
nowhere near this figure, and nowhere near double the 
54Mbps 802.11¢ rating. Nevertheless, the US Robotics kit 
does deliver a noticeable performance boost, especially as 
far as small-scale data traffic is concerned. And the added 
security gives them an added appeal. 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


Is a WLAN safe? Hack it and see 


Can your encrypted network be compromised? James Morris guides you through some 
of the tools available to find out how vulnerable your WLAN is to casual attack 


ar chalking has already become a cliché. Half graffiti, half Internet 
D politics, the idea that data access could be revolutionised by logging 
wireless networks and writing their details on a nearby wall or floor 
sounded like something out of a cyberpunk novel. In reality, it hasn't 
become a widespread movement. 

But thats not to say that wireless networks don't have their 
vulnerabilities. Everyone has heard stories about, or even experienced, 
accidental free Internet access from someone leaving their WLAN wide 
open. But even a carefully locked-down wireless network can be cracked — 
its often called ‘war driving’, after the practice of drive-by wireless hacking. 
The tools are readily available, so we thought wed put a few of them 
through their paces, to see exactly how vulnerable wireless networks are 
against such attacks, and to help you keep yours secure. 

Perhaps the most famous tool for sniffing out nearby WLANs is Net 
Stumbler (www.netstumbler.com). Theres a Windows version and one for 
Windows Mobile 2003 and PPC 2002, although the latter only works with a 
very limited range of wireless chipsets — our Socket SDIO card wasn't 
supported. The Windows version has a much wider product support, listed 
on the website. Net Stumbler isnt really a cracking program, only a site 
survey. It gives much more detailed information about local access points 
than the site survey tool bundled with Windows XP or those bundled with 
WLAN adapters. For example, it can tell you which APs are using WEP 
although not what the keys are — we'll be discussing that later. 

Best of all, Net Stumbler can hook into a GPS to give full location 
information for WLANs, so access points can be mapped with great 
accuracy. This is handy for tracking how much your wireless signal spills 
outside the confines of your office building or home. Net Stumbler can also 
find a WLAN with a hidden SSID, so although the latter security method will 
deter accidental discovery, anyone looking for your network will still be able 
to find it. 

Once someones located your access point and its SSID, their next step 
would be to break into it. The most common measures used to secure a 
WLAN are WEP encryption and MAC address control. The latter is easy to 
defeat using packet sniffing software, such as WildPackets AiroPeek NX, a 
demo of which can be downloaded from www.wildpackets.com. This 
allows packets to be scanned, even if theyre emanating from networks 
you dont yet have access to. AiroPeek will supply the MAC address 
information for both the AP and any clients accessing the WLAN at that 
moment. It's then relatively simple to spoof the MAC address of your 802.11 
adapter using a utility like SMAC (www.klcconsulting.net/smac) or A-Mac 
(http://amac.paqtool.com), thereby circumventing MAC address control by 
fooling the AP into thinking your adapter has legitimate WLAN access. 

This brings us to WEP There have been many sensational reports about 
how weak WEP security is, but in tandem with other measures It’s still 
worth turning on to deter casual access. It may be easy to crack if you really 
know what you doing, but unlike finding a hidden SSID or spoofing a MAC 


EF Mobile Sniffer q£ 15:52 & 


ARP(Req):192.168.123,199 > 192.168. 
UDP:192.168.123.183 > 192.168.123.. 
ARP(Req): 192.168.123.183 > 192.168. 


ARP(Regq): 192.168.123.199 > 192.168. 
ARP(Reg):192.168.123.254 > 192.168. 
UDP: 192.168.123.111 > 192.168.123.. 
ARP(Regq): 192.168.123.199 > 192.168. 
ARpřReg) ig : 4 g = 


Packet Time :15:48:07.091449 Len 24a 
Ethernet 
0:90:27:38:a7:d5 -> ff ff ff ff: fF fF 
Type : IP (0x0800) 7 . p 
IP header(v4} : Airscanner Mobile Sniffer 
62 F = allows you to analyse the packets 
; travelling across your wireless network 


from the palm of your hand. 
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Wild Packets’ AiroPeek NX is a powerful wireless packet sniffing tool. 


address, cracking WEP is not such a walk in the park. The best WEP security 
testing tools are only available for Linux. Airsnort is perhaps the most 
infamous software for this purpose (http://airsnort.shmoo.com), although 
WEPcrack (http://sourceforge.net/projects/wepcrack) is another widely 
used alternative. 

Both these utilities scan and record wireless packets in a similar fashion 
to AiroPeek, but then parse them in an attempt to find the WEP encryption 
within. WEPcrack is a Linux utility, and AirSnort primarily so, although you 
can compile your own Windows version of the latter by following the 
instructions supplied on Airsnort’s website (http://airsnort.shmoo.com/ 
windows.html). A precompiled version is available by logging onto: 
www.wireless-bern.ch/modules.php?op=modload&name= 
Downloads&file=index&req=getit&lid=28. However, its a sign of just how 
much greater effort WEP cracking requires compared to other forms of 
intrusion that we never managed to AirSnort running under Windows. Still, 
Linux-savvy readers would have no trouble getting either Airsnort or 
WePcrack running on the supported hardware — many ‘war drivers’ already 
have done this. 

When your wireless network has been broken into, the fun doesn't stop 
there. Even a Pocket PC user can operate something like Airscanner Mobile 
Sniffer to pick up IP packets and assess what activity is taking place over 
the network. Bona fide system administrators’ packet sniffing tools like 
Ethereal (www.ethereal.com) could even be used to collect packets and 
reassemble files as they flow across the WLAN. It's a scary thought, and 
shows why WEP has now been replaced by stronger security going under 
the banner of WPA. 

However, even without WPA theres another form of security which will 
render WEP cracking far less effective, called 802.1x. This creates a port- 
based encryption key, a bit like SSL does with web browsers. Even if this is 
cracked, it only applies to the session while its active; once the session is 
over, the key is obsolete. This can even be managed by specialised RADIUS 
security servers. However, only Windows XP clients support 802.1x. 

Fortunately, the weakness of WEP is currently being swept away with a 
new standard called WPA. This uses a rotating scheme called Temporal Key 
Integrity Protocol (TKIP), which changes the key for every frame. So even if 
you could crack a WPA key, it would already have become obsolete. We've 
yet to come across a tool that professes to crack WPA. However, as with all 
security systems, its only as strong as its users. If a weak text-based key is 
used, the chances of breaking the basic security is greatly enhanced. 
Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, all client adapters need to support WPA 
for it to be enabled, too. 
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Manufacturer name: 3Com OfficeConnect 54Mbps Actiontec 54Mbps Asus WL Series 54Mbps Belkin 54g 

Supplier: www.itchest.co.uk www.dabs.com www.komplett.co.uk www.dabs.com 

Info details: www.3com.co.uk www.actiontec.com Www.asus.com www.belkin.co.uk 

WAP model: Wireless 11a/b/g Access 802.119 54Mbps Wireless 802.119 Wireless LAN Router 54g Wireless Access Point 
Point (3CRWE454A72) Access Point (WL-500g) (F5D7130uk) 

Price (ex VAT): £99 (£83 ex VAT) £69 (£59 ex VAT) £83 (£71 ex VAT) £49 (£41 ex VAT) 

Warranty: 1 year 1 year 2 years Lifetime 

Rated data speed (Mbps): 54 54 54 54 








Protocols: 802.11¢, 802.11b, 802.11a 802.11¢, 802.11b 802.11¢, 802.11b 802.11¢, 802.11b 

Security: SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC 
address filtering address filtering address filtering, firewall address filtering 

Encryption: 256-bit WPA, 128/64-bit WEP WPA, 128/64-bit WEP WPA, 128/64-bit WEP 128/64-bit WEP 


PC CARD 





PC Card model: Wireless 11g PC Card 54Mbps Wireless PC Card Wireless LAN Cardbus Wireless Notebook Network 
(3CRWE254G72) (WL-100g) Card (F5D7010uk) 

Price (ex VAT): £39 (£34 ex VAT) £37 (£31 ex VAT) £29 (£25 ex VAT) £33 (£28 ex VAT) 

Warranty: 1 year 1 year 1 year Lifetime 

Rated data speed (Mbps): 54 54 54 54/108 





Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 


802.119, 802.11b 


802.119, 802.11b 


802.119, 802.11b 





256-bit WPA, 128-bit and 64- 
bit WEP 


Encryption: 


WPA-PSK, 128-bit and 64-bit 
WEP 


128-bit and 64-bit WEP 


WPA-PSK, 128-bit and 64-bit 
WEP 


PCI CARD 


Not supplied 


Not Supplied 


Wireless Desktop Network 
Card (F5D7000uk) 


£39 (£34 ex VAT) 


PCI card model: Wireless 11g USB Adapter 
(3CRWE254G72) 

Price (inc VAT): 

Warranty: 1 year 


£33 (£28 ex VAT) 
Lifetime 


Rated data speed (Mbps): 54 


54/108 


























Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 
Encryption: WPA, 128-bit and 64-bit WEP WPA-PSK, 128-bit and 64-bit 
WEP 
> IE 
WIRELESS ACCESS POINT SHOL CE 
Manufacturer name: Buffalo AirStation G54 Gigabyte GN Series KCORP Lifestyle 108G+ Linksys Wireless-G 
Supplier: www.dabs.com www.scan.co.uk www.scan.co.uk www.dabs.com 
Info details: www.buffalo-technology.com http://uk.giga-byte.com www.kcorplifestyle.com www.linksys.com 
WAP model: AirStation G54 Wireless LAN IEEE 802.11g Wireless Access Wireless Gateway Router Wireless-G Access Point 
Router (WBR-G54) Point (GN-A17GU) (KLG-575) (WAP54G) 
Price (ex VAT): £69 (£59 ex VAT) £78 (£66 ex VAT) £79 (£67 ex VAT) £63 (£54 ex VAT) 
Warranty: 2 years 1 year 1 year 2 years 
Rated data speed (Mbps): 54 54/108 54/108 54 


802.119, 802.11b 


802.119, 802.11b 


802.119, 802.11b 


“Security: SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC 


Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 
Security: 
address filtering, firewall, 
Intrusion Detector 
Encryption: WPA-PSK, 802.1x, 128-bit 


SSID broadcast disable, MAC 
address filtering 


SSID broadcast disable, MAC 
address filtering 


SSID broadcast disable, MAC 
address filtering 


Encryption: WPA-PSK, 802.1%, 128-bit WPA-PSK, 802.1%, 152-bit, WPA-PSK, 802.1x, 128-bit 128-bitand 64-bitWEP 


and 64-bit WEP 


128-bit and 64-bit WEP 


WPA-PSK, 802.1x, 128-bit 
and 64-bit WEP 


128-bit and 64-bit WEP 


PC CARD 











PC Card model: AirStation G54 Wireless 802.11b/g Dual Mode Wireless Notebook Network Wireless-G Notebook Adaptor 
CardBus (WLI-CB-G54A) Wireless LAN card (GN-WMAG) Card (KLG-520) (WPC54G) 

Price (ex VAT): £35 (£30 ex VAT) £31 (£26 ex VAT) £43 (£37 ex VAT) £47 (£40 ex VAT) 

Warranty: 2 years 1 year 1 year 1 year 

Rated data speed (Mbps): 54 54/108 54/108 54 


Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 


802.119, 302.11b 


802.119, 802.11b 


802.119, 802.11b 


Encryption: WPA-PSK, TKIP, AES, 128-bit WPA-PSK, 152-bit, 128-bit WPA-PSK, 128-bit and 64-bit 128-bitand 64-bit WEP 


Encryption: WPA-PSK, TKIP, AES, 128-bit 


and 64-bit WEP 


WPA-PSK, 152-bit, 128-bit 
and 64-bit WEP 


WEP 


128-bit and 64-bit WEP 


PCI CARD 














PCI card model: Not Supplied 802.11b/g Dual Mode Wireless Wireless PCI Desktop Network Wireless-G PCI Adapter 
PCI card (GN-WBZB-M) Adapter (KLG-530) (WMP54G) 

Price (exVAT): £23 (£20 ex VAT) £43 (£37 ex VAT) £38 (£32 ex VAT) 

Warranty: 1 year 1 year 1 year 

Rated data speed (Mbps): 54/108 54/108 54 

Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11¢, 802.11b 

Encryption: WPA-PSK, 152-bit, 128-bit WPA-PSK, 128-bit and 64-bit 128-bit and 64-bit WEP 


and 64-bit WEP 


WEP 
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WIRELESS ACCESS POINT eetpanrauce 

Manufacturer name: Netgear WG Series Solwise 108Mbps Sony Wireless LAN Trust SpeedShare US Robotics Wireless Turbo 

Supplier: www.dabs.com www.solwise.co.uk www.morecomputers.co.uk § www.idealcomputing.co.uk |= www.dsl-warehouse.co.uk 

Info details: www.netgear.com www.solwise.co.uk www.sony.co.uk www.trust.com/uk www.usr.com 

WAP model: Wireless Access Point PheeNet 802.119 Wireless Wireless LAN Access Point Turbo Pro Router & Wireless Wireless Turbo Multifunction 
(WG602 v2) Access Point (WAP154G) (PCWA-A320) Access Point (13643) Access Point (5450) 

Price (ex VAT): £68 (£58 ex VAT) £67 (£57 ex VAT) £125 (£106 ex VAT) £109 (£93 ex VAT) £93 (£79 ex VAT) 

Warranty: 3 years 1 year 1 year 2 years 2 years 

Rated data speed (Mbps): 54 54/108 54 54/108 54/100 

Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 

Security: SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC SSID broadcast disable, MAC 
address filtering address filtering address filtering address filtering address filtering, Norton 

Personal Firewall 2003, 
A L C e 

Encryption: WPA-PSK, 802.1x, 128-bit WPA, 802.1x, 152-bit, 128-bit 128-bit and 64-bit WEP WPA, 802.1X, 128-bit and 64- WPA, 802.1X, 256-bit, 128-bit 
and 64-bit WEP and 64-bit WEP, bit WEP and 64-bit WEP, TKIP 

PC Card model: Wireless PC Card PheeNet 802.119 Cardbus Not supplied Turbo Pro Wireless PC-Card 802.11¢ Wireless Turbo PC 
(WG511T) Wireless Adapter (WL-0354G) (13647) Card (5410) 

Price (ex VAT): £49 (£41 ex VAT) £36 (£31 ex VAT) £55 (£47 ex VAT) £38 (£32 ex VAT) 

Warranty: 2 years 1 year 2 years 2 years 

Rated data speed (Mbps): 54 54/108 54/108 54/100 

Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 

Encryption: WPA-PSK, 128/64-bit WEP 128-bit and 64-bit WEP WPA, 802.1X, 128-bit and 64- WPA, 802.1X, 256-bit, 128-bit 

bit WEP and 64-bit WEP, TKIP 

PCI card model: Wireless PCI Adapter OkeyNet 802.119 54Mbps Wireless LAN Converter Turbo Pro Wireless PCI Wireless Turbo PCI Adapter 
(WG311T) USB Adapter (WL-ST701) (PCWA-DE30) Adapter (13645) (5416) 

Price (ex VAT): £55 (£47 ex VAT) £49 (£42 ex VAT) £125 (£106 ex VAT) £55 (£47 ex VAT) £42 (£36 ex VAT) 

Warranty: 2 years 1 year 1 year 2 years 2 years 

Rated data speed (Mbps): 54/108 54 54 54/108 54/100 

Protocols: 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 802.11g, 802.11b 

Encryption: 128-bit and 64-bit WEP 128-bit, 64-bit WEP 128-bit and 64-bit WEP 128-bit and 64-bit WEP 802.1X, 256-bit, 128-bit and 


64-bit WEP, TKIP 
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Test results 
Manufacturer name: 3Com Actiontec 54Mbps_ Asus WL Series Belkin 54g Buffalo AirStation Gigabyte GN KCORP Lifestyle 
OfficeConnect G54 Series 108G+ 
Average max throughput 0-10m (Mbps) 19 19 23 2i 21 27 26 
Average max throughput 20m (Mbps) 17 10 15 19 18 16 18 
Drop-off percentage 10% 41% 32% 11% 13% 3% 31% 
Average throughput 0-10m (Mbps) 18 16 19 19 19 25 19 
Benchmark - max bandwidth (KBps) 2371 2163 2524 2449 2480 3544 2453 
Benchmark - transfer 100MB (sec) 23 33 28 27 26 18 51 
Benchmark - transfer 500MB (sec) 90 108 97 90 90 57 101 


TEST RESULTS continued 











Manufacturer name: Linksys Wireless-G Netgear WG Series Solwise 108Mbps Sony Wireless LAN Trust SpeedShare US Robotics 
Wireless Turbo 

Average max throughput 0-10m (Mbps) 20 18 24 14 32 27 

Average max throughput 20m (Mbps) 17 13 19 12 26 20 

Drop-off percentage 18% 24% 20% 15% 17% 23% 

Average throughput 0-10m (Mbps) 18 17 20 13 20 20 

Benchmark - max bandwidth (KBps) 2329 2250 2636 1698 2667 2567 

Benchmark - transfer 100MB (sec) 29 26 27 38 48 33 

Benchmark - transfer 500MB (sec) 100 92 93 131 175 120 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Gigabyte GN Series 


PRICE Wireless Access Point (GN-A17GU), £78 (£66 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.scan.co.uk 

INFO hitp://uk.giga-byte.com 

WARRANTY One year 





© f all the wireless kits tested this month, the trio Al/GU features an extra 152-bit WEP setting, plus 

of Gigabyte products stood out from the crowd. support for WPA and 802.1x protocols. And you get all 
Offering dual 54Mbps and 108Mbps operating modes, this for around £80, plus the ability to upgrade the 
the GN-A1/GU Wireless Access Point takes advantage of 802.11 standards by adding a PCMCIA card. Fully- 

the latest technologies to provide a future-proofed and rounded, Gigabytes new selection of equipment 
attractively secure solution. Crucially, performance was proves that some of Its competitors need to quickly 
the best of the lot, with an average (and sustainable) refresh their product lines. 


throughput of 25Mbps. Mindful of WEP vulnerabilities, . 
especially the 64-bit and 128-bit versions, the GN- PC verdict 08000600000 


PN 
M | PERFORMANCE 
SPAWARDE 





BEST PERFORMER 
e e @ 
Belkin 54g US Robotics Wireless Turbo 
PRICE 54g Wireless Access Point (F5D7130uk), £52 (£44 ex VAT) PRICE Wireless Turbo Multifunction AP (5450), £93 (£79 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com SUPPLIER wwwds!l-warehouse.co.uk 
INFO www.belkin.co.uk INFO www.usr.com 
WARRANTY Lifetime WARRANTY Iwo years 


QO elkins Wireless Access Point doesn't win the Value © onsidering that the Gigabyte equipment scooped 
Award this month because its the fastest option our Editor's Choice award, it was a free-for-all as 


here, although the cards that come with it are capable of far as the Performance gong was concerned. Trust was in 
108Mbps operation thanks to Broadcom’s Xpress with a shout (thanks to its raw speed), as was the 
technology. Nor does it scoop one of our shiny platters impressive Buffalo, 3Com and pick-and-mix Solwise 
for its reliance on WEP for its security, which is only good collections. But thanks to its dual speeds, extensive 
enough to deter casual intruders, and wont keep out security options and extra software, the USR Wireless 
determined hackers. It wins because it's cheap and Turbo range gets the nod. It's a pricey purchase, but on 
sometimes this has an appeal all of its own. the whole it makes an excellent buy. 

PC verdict ©00@ Q 00090 PC verdict 00 900000 





They all do what they claim to do. But three of 
them do it better, faster or cheaper than the rest 


From ‘b’ to ‘g' (and Super 
'g'), then back to ‘e’ and 
onto ‘i’ and ‘n’. Welcome 
to the wireless world... 


These days, wireless networking is 
all about the letters, rather than the 
numbers. Having already kicked off 
with 802.11b (11Mbps rated speed, 
5-6Mbps real-world speed), 
802.11¢ is now slowly replacing it. 
802.119 (S4Mbps rated speed, 20- 
22Mbps real-world speed) is 
effectively five times as fast as 
.11b, and gives you enough usable 
bandwidth to stream both audio 
and video. 

Once 802.119 had been ratified, 
several companies started to 
peddle throughput enhancement 
technologies. Intersil’s Nitro 
technology and Broadcom’s Xpress 
standard use Packet Bursting and 
Fast Frames to boost the 54Mbps 
rating to LO8Mbps (45Mbps real- 
world speed). Packet Bursting 
operates by reducing the size of the 
Distributed Interframe Space that 
separates wireless transmissions. 
Fast Frames, on the other hand, 
doubles the number of bits sent 
per data frame. Both of these are 
based on the 802.11e specification. 
No speed increases here, just a 
focus on wireless Quality of Service 
and improved data packet delivery. 

The Super G standard, 
developed by Atheros, also makes 
use of Fast Frames and Packet 
Bursting to accelerate data up to 
108Mbps. But in addition, it can 
achieve faster LO8Mbps speeds by 
bonding two 54Mbps broadcast 
channels together. It's a stopgap 
product until the IEEE ratifies the 
802.11n standard, which promises 
true 108Mbps speeds and no (or 
let's say ‘very few’) interoperability 
problems between devices 
manufactured by different vendors. 

Alongside 802.11n, there's also 
802.11i to consider, a companion 
standard aimed at beefing up the 
security of wireless broadcasts. 
While 64-bit and 128-bit WEP can 
be vulnerable to packet sniffers, 
802.11i introduces the WPA subsets 
AES (Advanced Encryption 
Standard) and TKIP (Temporal Key 
Integrity Protocol). Both of these 
are already available on some 
Wireless Access Points and Routers. 

Ultimately, the wireless road is 
leading to 802.16 or WiMAX, which 
promises 70Mbps of bandwidth 
with a range of up to 30 miles. True 
broadband for the masses... 
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Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey bring their combined talents to the 
party as they tackle your problems and offer a few ingenious tips 


TRUETYPE FONTS 


Rubbish (?) collection 


We know that having too many fonts 
is bad in many respects. They take 

up memory (and sometimes other 
resources) unnecessarily, and extend 
the length of time required for all sorts 
of activities, such as text creation in a 
graphic program. It’s for this reason that 
we consistently advise you to prune 
your fonts — and ruthlessly, if you want 
to ensure that you're compatible with 
your colleagues over the Internet. 

That said, one of us is a ‘fontfreak’, 
and collects them ‘just in case’ he 
needs a special one some time in the 
future. Fortunately it's not difficult to 
keep fonts in two folders: active fonts 
in one, the rest in another. Where does 
our freak find new fonts? He starts 
package installations, then terminates 
them at some stage. No cheating there; 
most installers give you the opportunity 
to change your mind several times on 
the way. Then he looks out for files and 
folders that may have been left behind. 
Often he finds tantalising TTF files left 
in WINDOWS\TEMP and its subfolders. 
After this he can start installation again, 
and let it go to conclusion this time. Net 
profit? — sometimes none, but finding 
one or two new TIFs is not unusual. 


WORD 


Boxed in 


Microsoft Word is much more than a 
word processor. It's rich in features, 
makes a fair compositing tool, facilitates 
group revision and exceeds the power 
of some DIPs (desktop publishers). 
Similarly, its excellent for creating the 
odd door sign (‘Please leave packages 
at number 23’) and announcements. 

In this latter mode, you may find it 
appropriate to place a decorative border 
around your message, and Word 
provides for such an eventuality. When 
you want a border, pull down the 
Format menu and click on ‘Borders and 
Shading...” to bring up almost a full 
page of dialog. Now click on the ‘Page 








Microsoft Word provides some lavish, 
some amusing and some practical 
symbols you can incorporate as borders 
to various pages and documents. 


Border’ tab. Move the cursor down to 
the ‘Custom’ box (near the bottom) and 
click on it. Then move to the choice 
box under the heading Art’, and 
activate it by clicking on the device 
on its right side. This will produce a 
colourful strip of many symbols. You 
can choose any line on the strip to 
indicate the border you want. Don't 
neglect to choose the range of this 
border effect; do you want it for the 
current selection? For the whole 
document? Indicate your intention as 
the choice for Apply to: 


WINDOWS 98 


Kernel error 


Every so often I get an error 

supposedly related to 
Kernel32.dll. | say supposedly 
because it’s not readily repeatable. 
Have | got it wrong, or is it true that a 
real kernel error would be ‘hard’, and 
would occur every time a particular 
situation happened? Is there a new 
version of this (or some other DLL) 
that | should be using? 
G Tully 


Those intermittent errors in the 

kernel are often the result of 
corrupted code getting into the swap 
file. It's worth deleting the swap file, 
because theres really no adverse 
effect. The system will simply realise 
that its missing its swap file and create 
another — in rather the same way that 


we recently advocated you deleting 
Normal.dot when Word has seemingly 
gone crazy. Theres (virtually) nothing 
to lose by trying. You won't be able 

to delete this swap file (named 
Win386.swp) during Windows, so end 
Windows and reboot to the MS-DOS 
command prompt before attempting 
to delete it. 

We've just given you advice that 
should make you pause: what if we 
were wrong, and deleting this file 
caused far worse problems? If youte a 
sceptic (and we can't blame you if you 
are) then don't delete Win386.swp. 
Instead, rename it, so it will have 
disappeared from the systems point 
of view, but is still there, ready to be 
resurrected. In any case, when you find 
that everything's okay you can delete 
the original, now living incognito. 

You'll find Win386.swp in the root 
directory of the hard disk partition 
you've assigned for the purpose. If you 
havent changed its location, it will 
normally be on C. 


WORD 


Recent files 


At the end of the File drop-down menu 
in Word there are references to the 
most recently-used files. IF you select 
one, Word will re-open the document 
just as if you had performed the usual 
Open dialog. This is fine — it's standard 
in several programs, even Paint. 

Theres quite a difference with Word, 
however. You can tailor this menu to 
your liking, choosing the number of 
files to keep in the list, rather than 
being restricted to the last four. To 
modify this pull down the Tools menu 
and click on Options. This opens a very 
large box with plenty of tabs in it. 
Select the General tab, and you'll be 
presented with a dialog in which you'll 
see the feature ‘Recently used file list’, 
providing a choice for the number of 
files. You can ignore the check box for 
the feature, because its the choice of 
number of files which governs the 
feature. You can change It to as many 
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as nine, or make it zero (which 
essentially turns the feature off). If there 
are several users of your PC you may 
well feel it more secure to turn off the 
feature, to ensure that nobody can 
load, view or modify your files. 


WINDOWS 


Spring cleaning 


IF you never use Program Manager, you 
can delete all files in your Windows 
folder with the extension (.GRP). While 
youre doing a bit of spring cleaning 
you can also delete files with 
extensions (GID) or (FTS) — but 
beware! Theres at least one program in 
wide distribution that has decided to 
use (.FTS) extensions for its own 
purposes. These are generated when 
you use Help, but it doesn't matter if 
they are deleted. They can always be 
regenerated when needed. 


WINDOWS 


Loading Adobe plug-ins 


Adobe Acrobat Reader 6 

takes a long time to load. It 
looks as if it’s bringing into memory 
lots of tiny handlers — look at the 
names whizzing around. Is there any 
way to use the bare basic reader 
without all those drivers, and 
therefore enable faster loading? 
Guy Warder 


The adoba Muberedia plug-in allows users by author 
piy back mutimedia content such aa movie and 
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Adobe Reader's excellent 
Help feature documents 
existing plug-ins, so 

you can see what you're 
missing if you force it 

to accelerate. 
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Those ‘tiny handlers’ are plug- 
ins, and between them handle 
just about any format or situation 
imaginable. However, most of them 
are specialist plug-ins that the average 
person will never need. Although you 
can edit which plug-ins are to be 
loaded every time, you can be grateful 
to one Joseph Cox, a programmer whos 
created a nice interface to do it for you. 
His freeware program can be 
downloaded from http://fileforum. 
betanews.com/detail.php3?fid=1069 
854583. After running it once to 
establish allowed plug-ins you'll find 
Adobe Reader loading at a reasonable 
clip. You can find out about the various 
plug-ins by using Help (inside the 
Reader) and selecting About Adobe 
Plug-Ins’. Theres another way to speed 
up the Reader immediately, and it's a 





WINDOWS File names 


Sometimes, Windows just seems to make things up as it goes along 


Q: If | have two files with long names 
that are almost the same, but in 
different directories, and try to drop one 
into the other's directory, Windows 
sometimes won't let me, saying a file 
with that name already exists — even 
though it doesn't. If | rename it as 
something completely different, move it 
and then rename it back, it works fine. 
Craig Daniels 


A: File names in Windows versions up 
to XP are stored by the system in 8.3 
format (such as ‘myfile01.htm’). The 
idea that they're actually in a long 
format, where the length of the file 
name or the position or number of dots 


á 


doesn't matter (such as ‘brassplate.tar.gz 
or ‘.htaccess’) is an illusion. If the 
computer has to communicate file 
names to other computers, it presents 
the long name, but internally it deals 
with the 8.3 names. If you try to create a 
filename such as the hidden file type 
under ‘nixs — that is, it starts with a dot 
— Windows may complain that a file has 
to have a filename, regarding the text 
after the dot that starts the filename 
only as the file name extension. You 
might encounter such problems if you 
run a program designed to run on ‘nixs 
and can't reconfigure it (usually using a 
* conf file), so it only looks for Windows- 
style file names, thus, unless you tell it 


method that works similarly with many 
other programs, so it's worth trying. If 
you hold down the [Shift] key while the 
Reader is loading, it will bypass loading 
up the plug-ins. 


WINDOWS 
Safer Registry changes 


Reader | Davidowitz sent us an email 
with an excellent suggestion for 
making safer changes to the Registry. 
The gist of it is this: instead of deleting 
a key, modify its name by preceding it 
with an X. In the same manner, when 
a key is to have its value changed, the 
old value can be preserved by adding 
‘X to the front of the keyname, and 
then creating the key (along with 
its new content) as if it were an 
addition to the Registry. This will 


=> 


otherwise, Apache will look for files 
called .htaccess and .htpasswd which 
Windows thinks haven't got filenames. 

It appears that the 8.3 filenames your 
system has created just happen to be 
the same in some instances, therefore, 
internally, they're the same. If you create 
two files called ‘longfilename*.html’ 
where ‘#’ is a number, but in different 
directories, they might end up with the 
same DOS file name of ‘LONGFI~1.HTM’, 
so when you try to move one into the 
other's directory, the system can't do it. 
The system should change the file 
name of the new file to ‘LONGFI~2.HTM’ 
automatically, although it appears that 
it doesn’t in your case. M 


HELPDESK 





Wilf Hey 
wilfhey@futurenet.co.uk 


Wilf’s been hanging around 
computers for decades now; 
you'd think that something 
clever would rub off on him 





WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk @ futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 

HelpDesk welcomes questions, 
tips and follow-ups to published 
items, but please note that we 
can only respond via the pages 
of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 





In older versions of Windows, 
the MS-DOS name was the file’s 
real name. This led to some 
confusion, unless you knew. 
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| E Thoughts and ideas.txt - Notepad 


First priority: Subscribe to Pc Plus 
hen I must ensure I keep to my deadlines with 


Pc Plus 


lways phone Katy once the emai] has been sent 


„Möre ideas.. 





NETWORK PLACES 


Francine Tripp asks if it's 

safe to delete some of her 
extensive list of network 
addresses in My Network 
Places in Windows Explorer 
under Windows XP The answer 
is yes — these are just links. 

If you accidentally delete one 
that you do want to keep, you 
can retrieve it either from the 
Recycle Bin, or, if it's too late 
for that, you can always locate 
the share again under Entire 
Network/Microsoft Windows 
Network and so on. Curiously, 
on one machine in our 
personal set-up, the Microsoft 
Windows Network includes a 
Microsoft-free machine. 


“Juntitled - Paint = 
imaga colors Halip 





There are good reasons why 
you may want to keep a short 
document as a picture once 
you've finished modifying it. 
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..and Then some more... 
ite them down before I forget!!! 


TOP TIP 


allow rapid restoration if things go 
wrong with a change you make. 


ab] (Oofoult) 
m 2p Modly 
Delete 


| o 
| ‘alt DPIPhysicalk 


|2orronysicaty 





You'll be safer with the Registry if you 
preserve old values and keys by 
renaming the key to an unrecognised key. 


WINDOWS MEDIA PLAYER 


Security loophole 


Although it's hard to see how cookies 
can be used against your system, you 
may just not like others on the web 
being able to identify you precisely. 
Heres a situation you may have 
overlooked: Your version of Windows 





Media Player may by default allow 
websites to identify you uniquely, 
through a built-in number within the 
program. lo stop this within Media 


If you take our advice and keep Wordpad 
or Notepad loaded for immediate logging 
of incidentals and thoughts, it’s best to 
must assign a name and folder at the start, and 
Save it frequently in case of a crash or 
other unexpected interruption. 


Player, click ViewlOptions.. and select 
the Player tab. Remove the check from 
the box marked Allow Internet sites to 
uniquely identify your player’. 


WINDOWS 
Desktop 


My system is running very 

slowly these days, certainly 
slower than when it was new and 
Windows 98 was first installed. I've 
stripped off new hardware but it's 
still slow, and reports that there are 
little resources left (12 per cent, 
supposedly). What's causing this? 
Everett Chant 


There are many factors that can 
combine to make Windows 
sluggish, so its best if we flag-up a few 
of them for your further investigation. 

@ Fancy and multicoloured cursors 
may furnish your bleak hours with 
blessing, but they tend to hog memory 
and sometimes other resources. 
Animated cursors should be kept to a 
minimum, and you save a surprising 
amount of processing power if you 
have none at all — especially if you 
keep to monotone mouse Cursors. 

@ |f you have lots of resident routines, 
try excluding them one by one, and 
see how much you gain in resource 
percentage just after rebooting. This will 
tell you where real power is going, and 





WINDOWS Word processing 


Pasting text into your graphics package can have some unexpected benefits 


Q: In various graphics programs you 
can key text, but we have problems 
with this, including alignment of text 
when words are on successive lines. We 
have a halfway solution, whereby text 
is produced and immediately copied 
into another copy of Paint, where it can 
be edited, and if necessary aligned or 
broken into two lines. As a result we 
have a little library of text in little files. 
Surely there's an easier way? 

B Hetherington 


A: The word-processing capabilities of 
Paint are pretty basic, and you may 
be barking up the wrong tree, making 
more work for yourselves by trying 


to live within the program's constraints. 
It doesn't occur to many people to 
marry the extensive word-processing 
features of Word with their graphics 
package. We all routinely use the 


clipboard to carry both text and pictures, 


depending on the context of the task at 
hand, but a little lateral thinking should 
lead you to the wonderful consequence 
that you should be able to copy from 
Word and paste into Paint (or another 
graphics program). By all means explore 
the possibilities. Tables are a doddle to 
make while in Word — or in a different 
sense, in Excel — but they're laborious 
to construct in Paint, and even then 
you often get some data in the wrong 





will give you a gentle suggestion as to 
what should be cut for effectiveness. 
@ Consider creating more than one 
partition, and keeping the executable 
components (EXE and DLL) in a 
devoted partition 

@ Re-use Find windows, rather than 
launch new ones. 


INTERNET 


Closing pop-up windows 
Sometimes when I've been 
browsing the web | find there 

are several instances of Explorer that 

have started without me realising it, 
often carrying bits and pieces — such 
as adverts or special offers — related 
to the sites I've visited. Some of 
these don’t seem to want to close 
very readily, and may not even have 
the minimise/expand/close boxes 
one would expect to see in the top- 
right corner of the window. Is there 
some way to have these close 
automatically as | leave the website 

to which they are relevant? Is there a 

better way to close them than 

[CTRLJ+[ALT]+[DEL], which | do now? 


What you describe are the 

notorious (pop-up messages 
that blight many an otherwise pleasant 
browse on the Internet, and most of 
them are not specifically related to the 
various sites you visit, but are triggered 


column while transcribing from paper. 
However, you can operate in paperless 
mode by constructing your table in 
Word (or in Excel), then copying it and 
pasting it into Paint. You must take care, 
though, over the length of the data 
being copied, because only one page — 
the first — will be pasted into Paint. 

There are other highly-desirable 
consequences of this sharing of data; 
on most printers it will be faster to print 
a page of text that's been pasted into 
Paint than to print it from the original, 
within Word- so if you want to produce 
a flyer, or make umpteen copies of 
something, you'll find it faster to paste 
it from Word into Paint to save it. E 





HELPDESK 
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You can copy and paste folders without a single mouse click 


In these pages we've regularly 
advocated getting to know several 
key combinations, as well as mouse 
clicks, to achieve various ends quickly. 
We've found that sometimes even the 
most adept mouse wrangler can 
accomplish a nifty select/cut/paste 
without even the hint of a rodent’s 
whisker on the scene. It may not 

have occurred to you, however, that 


you can cut and paste more than just 
words or pictures. But yes, it’s true: 
you can select, copy, then paste one 
or more files or folders — even by 
the keystrokes. 

Try it out: load Windows Explorer, 
create a new folder, then select a 
few files in another folder (via 
[CTRL]+click), copy them to the 
clipboard ({CTRL]+[C]) and then 


paste them into the new folder 
([CTRL]+IV]). This could certainly come 
in pretty useful next time youre 
sorting out font files, don't you think? 
It can be a lot safer as well, since it's 

a two-stage process (copy, then paste) 
and does not rely upon a right-click 
menu or committing to memory 
whether you must do a left-button 
drag or a right-button drag. © 





Windows Explorer can treat files in 
the same way that Word treats text 
and Paint deals with images. 


by information on your own PC. It 
would be tolerable if they were one- 
time notices which you could pay 
attention to or ignore as you wished, 
but often they use triggers to become 
activated just at the time yourte 
anticipating new on-screen information. 
Beware of installing ‘free’ programs 
from the Internet; some of them 
activate such adverts, build spurious 
search strings (as if you find it difficult 
to use a search engine yourself) and 
list somebody elses preferred links for 
data youre collecting. Some of them 
actually steal control of where you link, 
or disable your browsers home page 
in favour of their own. 

Most users find these programs a 
nuisance, and because they can shuttle 
back and forth information collected 
from your own surfing for their own 
purposes, they comprise at the very 
least an intrusion, and quite possibly a 
security threat. Ask your supplier of 
antivirus and firewall software about 
this menace; most security software 
suppliers now offer protection against 
this sort of thing. It should be noted, 
however, that pop-ups are not 
necessarily bad: a pop-up can be a 
useful way of attracting your attention, 
but should be used courteously, 
Sparingly and unobtrusively. 

When youre presented with an 
unwanted window without the usual 
minimise/expand/close boxes, you can 


* My Computer 
File Edit ‘Yiew 


OO 


Favorites Tools 


Folders 

Ej Desktop 

P. My Computer 

My Documents 

& ©Q my Network Places 
g Entire Network 


If you prefer faster, leaner programs running on 

your computer, you might run into the problem 
of them not recognising the network shares or files 
on remote hosts. Instead of copying the files across 
manually, processing them and then transferring them 
back, there’s an easier way. Start off by clicking on 


the ‘Map Drive’ icon in Windows Explorer. 





Even large respected companies use pop- 
ups to ensure their message sinks in. 
There are ways to avoid them, but 
sometimes it’s easier to grin and bear it. 


usually right-click anywhere on its top 
bar for a menu that allows you to close 
it. If a dialog doesnt come up, right- 
click on the window’ icon in the top- 
left corner for a similar ‘last ditch’ 
shutdown capability. 


MICROSOFT PAINT 


Controlling image size 


Is there any way in which | 
can tailor the size of images 
made with Microsoft Paint? There's 
the feature that enables you to drag 
the lower-right corner of the area 
to define a new size (and the 
dimensions appear at the bottom 
of the screen in pixels), but this is 
a gross control, and difficult to 
manipulate. Often it takes a minute 


Help 


just to get the resize-type cursor 
as you grab at the screen corner. 
Steve Rioch 


Paint (and many similar 
programs) remember your 
preferred conditions, and make every 
effort to provide you with your 





optimum desired working environment. 


(Sounds as if we're trying to sell you 
something, doesn't it?) Seriously 
though, if you can set conditions when 
you close the program so they're how 
you want them when you open it, 
you'll often be rewarded with progress 
towards IT paradise. In this case you 
should grab that lower-right corner just 
one more time, and drag the 
workspace Paint offers to postage- 
Stamp size, then click File.. and Exit. 
Whenever you load a file within Paint 
in the future, the workspace (which 
Paint confusingly calls the ‘bitmap’ will 
expand to the required size, but no 
more. Before you load any other file, 
click File New first to return the 
workspace to a minimum size. 

If you need a workspace of a 
particular size (for example, if you're 
cropping or expanding images to a 
common size) you can set Paint to 
work with that size, using this trick in 
conjunction with a feature of some 


other program — for example PaintShop 


Pro, made available on a SuperDisc 
recently. First you minimise the 


a F pias eama ey 
- “4 Pi næ hija Pete 


In the dialogue box, select the drive letter you 

want and then click on the Browse button. 
Select a network share — here ‘NAS’ on the host 
‘Obsidian’ — and click ‘OK’. If you want the share to 
be mapped to that drive letter on each boot-up, click 
on the ‘Reconnect at logon’ checkbox. Click on Finish. 








CUSTOM INSTALLATION 


It seems that there's a closely- 
guarded secret about installing 
software. You can sometimes 
learn a lot when you elect 

to do a ‘custom’ installation 
rather than a ‘standard’ one. 
There are several minor 
reasons for bespoking your 
configuration; you may like 

to group similar software 
products in subfolders within 
one folder. But you may also 
find out about options — 
including useful support 
programs — that are simply 
not available to ‘standard’ 
installers. With Internet 
Explorer 6, for example, extra 
‘save to disk’ options were 
made available. 





The network share now not only appears as a 
drive in Windows Explorer on the local host, but 
also in older programs, whether they're Windows 3.1 
or even DOS programs. This uses the Server Message 
Block (SMB) protocol, which effectively makes 
programs ‘network aware’, cutting out data collisions 


as though they were all on the one machine. 
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WORD Table d’Hote 


You don't have to stick to the Microsoft menu when creating tables 


The French term table d'hôte indicates 


that the choice of food served is that 


of the host rather than of the customer. 


Microsoft seems to deliver Word on 
these terms: apparently Bill Gates 
decides the default for most jobs. 


Fortunately this isn't quite the case 


for creating tables. The messy (but 
often convenient) way of creating a 


table in a Word document is to click on 


RESEARCH RESOURCES 


peychoanaly7e 
psychoanalyse 


o 


> analyse 





There are many resources 
available on the web for free, 
or at low cost, that make 
research into almost any topic 
a delight. We especially like 
www.visualthesaurus.com. 
Especially intriguing is the 
way that you can pick up any 
part of the ‘tree’ connecting 
words and drag them to a 
clear spot on the screen. 


the miniature table that appears in 


click on Insert and then Table. This 


and you can key in the number of 


rows and columns directly. If you do 
repetitive work, you can make use of 


workspace size (by File.. and New); 
then in PaintShop Pro you click 

File] New.. which will give you a dialog 
with which you can create a dummy 
image of any specific size. Then, with 
this image active, key [CTRLI+IA] then 
[CTRL]+[C]. Now switch over to Paint and 
key [CTRL]+IV]. This should give you the 
option to enlarge the bitmap (of the 
dummy image), which will of course 
enlarge the workspace itself. 


SYSTEMS 


Slow-booting Windows 


Why does Windows take for 

ever to scan through a hard 
drive on boot-up after the system 
has just lost power or been switched 
off instead of shut down? Also, how 
does Windows know which drive to 
check, as sometimes it misses some 
of them out? A friend of mine says 
his Linux system does the equivalent 
in about 10 seconds. Why is this? 
Mark Walton 


It sounds as though your friend 

uses Reiserfs or Ext3, which are 
‘journaling file systems”. Back in the 
days of 16-bit operating systems, 
personal computers were small, 
relatively slow and only needed small 
quantities of data storing on the hard 
drive. Since then, systems have 
become quicker and bigger, but the File 


the Insert Table tool, and drag across 
which you can specify the number of 
rows and columns. The more formal 


way is to pull down the Table menu, 


brings up the Insert Table dialog box, 


the option ‘Set as default for new 
tables’, hiding down at the bottom 

of the Insert Table dialog box. If, for 
example, you set the columns to 2 and 
the rows to 3 and then check this box 
(and end it with OK, of course) the 
default table will take that shape. 
Creating one of these new boxes 
becomes wonderfully fast; click on 
Table, then key I, then T, then ENTER. © 


Allocation Table (FAT) filing system that 
Windows uses still overwrites data, and 
a crash during a disk-write to such a 
system can be catastrophic. 

On the drive, information takes on 
two forms: data and metadata. Data is 
the contents of the files, whether they 
are text files, videos or programs, and 
metadata Is the information that the 
system stores about it, such as where 
in the directory structure the file is, how 
big it is, who has what permissions to 
use It and so on. FAT was not designed 
to be used on a system that had many 
users, So there are no user permissions. 
In FAT, when a file is updated (for 
example, when you click on ‘Save’ in 
your word processor), it's overwritten, 
and the FAT updated. If the system 
goes down (such as due to a power 
failure) during such a write, the data 
stored on the disk will be corrupted, 
and you might lose the file. If the 
metadata in the FAT was being 
updated at the time, you might lose 
the subdirectory, or even the whole 
partition. Metadata is so important that 
copies of it are kept, so recovery 
programs can use it to rebuild your 
partition — although theres no 
guarantee this will be successful. Other 
examples of non-journaling file 
systems are HPFS, NTFS and ext2. 

On a Reiserfs system, the data and 
metadata is stored on the disk in the 
same way that a database file is, 


GRAPHICS Making a 60 degree slope 


Insert 


Table size 





Number of columns: 


Number of rows: 





AutoFit behavior 
@ Fixed column width: 
C AutoFit to contents 
C AutoFit to window 


AutoFormat... | 


Table format (none) 


TY Set as default for new tables: 





Setting the defaults to suit your work 
can make it easy to create new tables. 








except that this is the whole partition. 
In SOL or ISAM, you can rollback or 
rollforward, and data in Reiserfs is 
Stored in a similar way. New data 
(whether its a file update or a 
completely new file) is written to the 
disk, and a journal kept of what's 
happened. When the process is 
completed, the changes are marked as 
completed. In this way, any changes 
can be undone if they're not completed. 
During the boot process, the 
computer needs to know that the file 
system is clean, so it needs to run the 
file system checker. However, this can 
add time to boot-up, and is not 
necessary when the system shuts 
down properly. So, when the computer 
is shut down, it marks the partition as 
clean, but if it didn't get a chance, it 
remains ‘dirty’. On boot-up, the file 
system checker program doesnt run on 
the partitions that are ‘clean’. With the 
FAT file systems, everything has to be 
checked to make sure its okay, as 
theres no real record of what has 
happened to the disk. However, if a 
Reiserfs (or other journaling file system) 
disk is not marked as clean, the 
program just has to use the journal to 
work out what needs doing, thus 
cutting down a job that can take ten 
minutes to literally just a few seconds 
— something that's important in an 
environment where downtime is not 
tolerated any more than it has to be. 





Su Pelkington needs to draw a slope of 60 

degrees to horizontal with only Paintbrush at 
hand. To do this, first copy the horizontal line, and 
paste it back. With the pasted version still selected, 
click ImagelFlip/RotatelRotate by Anglel90 degrees. 
Move the image (now a vertical line) to intersect at 
one end with the horizontal original. 
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Copy the corner-shape made by the two lines, 

and paste it back. With the pasted version still 
selected, click ImagelFlip/RotatelRotate by Anglel180 
degrees. Move the inverted image to meet with the 
original horizontal line. Draw open a circle by 
dragging the cursor from the end of one vertical line 
to the end of the other. 


Surround the upper-left quadrant of the circle, 

including the original line, copy it, paste it back. 
Click ImagelFlip!RotatelFlip Horizontal, and align the 
horizontal row in the flipped image with the original 
line. Draw a line between one end of the horizontal 
line and the intersection of the two arcs above the 
middle of the line. The angle formed is 60 degrees. 


WEB STATISTICS 


Stats without scripts 


I'd like to find out how many 

people are visiting my 
website, and from where, and any 
other statistics that might be useful. 
There's a problem though: the site is 
located on my ISP's web server, and | 
don't have access to any cgi scripts 
or log files. | do have a permanent 
connection to the Internet via cable 
broadband, if that's any help. Do | 
have to put my entire website on my 
own computer to get the statistics, or 
is there an easier way of doing it? 
Terrance Cramer 


You can do this quite easily, 

although its still susceptible to 
the inaccuracies that plague all web 
traffic analysis methods. If you're online 
all the time, you'll probably keep your 
IP address, so all you have to do is 
add a small graphic that users will 
download from your home IP address 
whenever they view your pages. 

You'll need to run a web server, 
although this is not as daunting as It 
might sound. Apache runs on over 
two-thirds of the Internet's websites, is 
Stable, open-source and free. There are 
pre-compiled binaries, So you can run 
it on Windows, as well as many other 
Operating systems such as AIX, Solaris, 
HPUX, GNU/Linux, FreeBSD, Mac OS X 


WINDOWS Desktop 


Don't let your hard drives get too full or 
performance will fall, and if you're using 
Windows, defragging will take a long time, 
or might not be possible at all. 


and so on. With the source code, you 
can compile it to run on virtually 
anything. The configuration file is called 
httpd.conf, and in this you specify the 
directory where your files are kept. 

On the web page you want to 
monitor, include a graphics file such as 
a png file. It need not be anything 
spectacular; in fact, if your pages have 
a white background, you could make it 
white, so that it doesnt show up at all. 
All you have to do is have a line that 
looks like... 


<img 


src="http://w.x.y.z/img.png> 


„where wx.yz is your IP address. 
On your server, you have the file 
img.png, and each time somebody 
looks at your page using a browser 
that automatically downloads images, it 
will download it from your server. If 
your server happens to be down for 
some reason, it doesn't matter to the 
user, as they can see everything they 
need to without your graphic. If your IP 
address changes for some reason, all 
you need to do is to change the IP 
address on your web page, and then 
upload the updated version to your ISP 

When you look at the access.log file 
for the web server, you'll see the lines 
where your image has been 
downloaded by somebody. If you use 
a program like Webalizer, you can 


How to see dialog at the bottom of the screen 


Q: Several especially irksome programs 
feature very large dialog boxes for 
functions with manifold features — for 
instance, FILE or PRINT. What bothers 
me about this is that | have to run my 
screen at high resolution, with a screen 
area of only 800x600 pixels. Some of 
these enormous dialog boxes take up 
the whole of their screen, and the 
Yes/No/Cancel buttons are off 
somewhere under my double-sized 
toolbar. When | remember that this is 
going to be a problem (such as with the 
new Adobe Reader, by the way) I change 
the resolution, but that makes the 
general display too small. Can you think 


of any other way around the problem? 
Bob Laithwaite 


A: First, it may be a good idea to 
forego the double-sized toolbar, and 
stick to a regular size. This will mean 
you may not be able to see icons in 
Systray for all the applets you've 
loaded, but you'll still have access to 
them by working the little scroll 
mechanisms that will be displayed. 
If you insist on a two-tier toolbar, 
then consider using it at the top of the 
page instead of the bottom, or along 
the left side. Another way around the 
problem is to employ the Autohide 
feature, which should really be called 





TOP TIP 


discover which countries users are 
from, what time of day or day of the 
month they accessed your site, which 
browsers they used and more. 

Theres nothing to stop you having 
a different graphic for each page if you 
want to track more than one page, and 
you can even trace users as they 
navigate your site, which can be useful 
if youre trying to optimise the 
navigation. Theres no need to stop 
there either. There are cgi scripts that 
will take votes on ratings and display 
the results automatically, but as you 
have no access to scripting (unless you 
use an iframe and have scripting on 
your own server), you can collect the 
server results and update them daily or 
weekly. All you need to do is have the 
voting images each link to a different 
page, and at the end of each time 
period, count the votes (pages) — 
Webalizer will do this for you — and 
display the appropriate results graphic 
in your results page. PCP 


Rate this site 


Without scripting, 
your visitors vote 
by clicking on 
links which load 
different pages 

— you count the 
pages, or get 
Webalizer to do 
the hard work. 


Excellent 


Current rating: 


ERED ABH 73% 


‘Auto reveal’. When this feature is 
enabled, the system toolbar, including 
the clock, will disappear altogether. It 
will reappear when the mouse cursor 
strikes the bottom of the screen. Some 
people swear by this feature, but most 
ignore it completely. 

You can, of course, build a script 
that turns Autohide on, and then 
another that turns if back off, and run 
these as preludes and postludes to the 
program that hogs the bottom of the 
screen. You activate the Autohide 
feature by right-clicking on any unused 
patch of the Taskbar and selecting 
Properties, and then checking the 
appropriate box. E 
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Further Help 


If you need an updated driver or 
help direct from a manufacturer, 
first check its website. A search 
engine should locate it — try 
www.google.com. 

A list of internet addresses of 
many leading hardware and 
software manufacturers is 
published on the SuperDisc every 
month. See the HelpDesk page on 
the SuperDisc for details. 

Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have been 
answered so before posting a 
message search previous postings 
at http://groups.google.com/ 
advanced_group_ search. And don't 
forget PC Plus’ own forums at 
www.pcplus.co.uk 


Related files on SuperDisc 
See section: HelpDesk 





You can make good though 
occasional use of the Taskbar’s 
Autohide feature if you are 
troubled by some program that 
insists on putting dialog close 
to the bottom of the full screen. 
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This month, Simon Pickstock's extensive knowledge of everything 
solves a camcorder query, fixes a jittery jukebox and much more 


DIGITAL VIDEO 


Camcorder crisis 


Recently, a friend showed 

me how to transfer edited 
video footage back on to a 
camcorder, storing it onto tape. 
| had been storing my footage on 
my hard drive and burning to CDs 
and DVDs, so thought that this 
was a good idea. Armed with this 
information | went to give it a go, 
but it seems that whatever I do, I 
can't get it to work. While I can 
happily download footage onto my 
PC, it just won't go the other way. 
Can you help? I'm using a Pinnacle 
Studio card and software, plus a 
Panasonic NV-DS2Z The PC is 
running Windows XP 
Harvey Burnside 


The problem lies with the 

camcorder you're using. A digital 
camcorder that supports transfer of 
digital data in both directions is 
considered a video recording device, 
and is liable for certain taxes that apply. 
For this reason, on many entry-level 
digital camcorders the ability to transfer 
digital footage to the camcorder is 
disabled. These camcorders are usually 
described as DV-Out models. Those 
that support bi-directional transfer of 
digital data are referred to as DV-In or 
DV-In/Out. The Panasonic DS27 is a 
DV-Out-only model, so what youre 
trying to do won't work. However, 
theres a widget that you can purchase 
that will enable DV-In. 

This widget isn't official, and may 
invalidate your warranty, but as you've 
had this camcorder for a while it may 
be worth investigating. There are 
widgets for a broad variety of 
camcorders, including the Panasonic 
DS27 This said, you need to be careful, 
as the widget will only work with 
certain DS27 models, depending on 
the serial number. 

Usually, if the serial number begins 
with anything other than a J, then the 
widget will work — you'll find the serial 
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A digital camcorder that supports transfer of digital data in both directions is 
considered a video recording device, and is liable for certain taxes that apply. 


number on the base of the camcorder. 
You can find more details on the 
widget at www.datavision.co.uk. 


RAID ARRAY 


Lost drive 


I've been smugly telling all 

my friends about the benefits 
of having a RAID system for the past 
few months — it provides better 
performance, and my data is safer. 
However, | now need your assistance 
to spare my blushes. | think that one 
of the hard drives on my RAID 1 
set-up has failed, and while I'm sure 
| should have protection for this, 
I don't know how to recover the 
situation and get my RAID array up 
and running. Can you tell me what 
| need to do? 

In addition, is it common to see 
more failures on a RAID system than 
a normal IDE set-up, or have | just 
been unlucky this time? I'm using a 
Windows 2000 system with two 
Samsung 80GB hard drives, and an 
Adaptec 1210 Serial ATA controller. 
James Finnegan 


It's really a straightforward 
process. To rebuild your array 


after a drive failure you need to switch 
the PC off and replace the damaged 
drive with one of equal or greater 
Capacity. Reboot your PC and, if you 
haven't already, then you'll need to 
install the Storage Manager Browser 
Edition that comes with the Adaptec 
card. Start the software and click the 
Spare button, and then the Advanced 
button. Now click the new drive you've 
added, and then click the array listed 
on the right-hand side. All that remains 
is to click the Finish button, and your 
array is rebuilt. 


NETWORKING 


Network nonsense 


| have a couple of old desktop 

PCs that my two daughters 
use. They both run Windows 98 and 
have some Office software that they 
use for school work, plus graphics 
packages and some games. They 
wanted to have the two PCs 
networked so they could share files 
and an inkjet printer, so I got a 
Netgear Starter Kit (SB1205), which 
seemed to be the easiest solution as 
although I’m not computer-illiterate, 
I'm also no IT expert. I've tried to set 
it up, but | get error messages about 
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simon.pickstock @futurenet.co.uk 


Simon's meteoric rise in publishing 
continues as he assumes the helm 
of PC Answers and PC Upgrade. In 
his spare time... oh no, he doesn’t 


an IRQ conflict on one of the PCs. 
What does this mean and how do 
I go about sorting it out? 

Graham Fry 


IRQs are a limited PC resource 
that enable different hardware 
devices to be assigned and get a share 
of the PCS processing power. A conflict 
means that you have multiple devices 
trying to use the same IRQ. Windows 
tries to assign IRQs for you 
automatically, and if possible it’s 
best to let it do this, as manually 
assigning them can cause more 
problems than it solves. The first 
thing to do is identify the conflict. 

Right-click the My Computer icon 
and select Properties, then click the 
Device Manager and double-click 
Computer at the top of the list. On 
the View Resources tab select Interrupt 
Request (IRQ). Find the Netgear adaptor 
in the list and look for other devices 
(typically directly above and below) 
which have the same IRQ number. 

If any do, then this is the cause of 
the conflict. 

You can safely ignore an entry 
for ‘IRỌ for PCI Steering’ as this isnt 
a device in itself and is okay to share 
IRQ with the Netgear adaptor. You 
may also find other devices that 
share different IRQs, and again you 
shouldn't worry about these, as some 
devices are capable of sharing an 
IRQ together. 

The best way to resolve the conflict 
is to move the adaptor to a different 
PCI slot, enabling Windows to reassign 
the IRQ automatically. In Device 
Manager go to Network Adaptors, 
highlight the Netgear card and select 
Remove. Now shut down your PC, 
physically remove the card and reboot 
your PC. Now shut down the PC again, 
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= —— 


—_—— 








The HP Photosmart 145 is a 4x6in 
photo printer that can either work as 
a stand-alone unit or link up to your PC. 


and this time install the Netgear 
adaptor in a different PCI slot. Restart 
your PC, and install the drivers for the 
adaptor. You should find that the card 
has been assigned a different IRQ that 
isnt causing a conflict. 


SOUNDCARD 


Upgrade errors 


The most important 

component in my PC is the 
soundcard, because the majority 
of work | do on my PC is music and 
audio-related. | had an Audigy 
soundcard installed and recently 
upgraded to the Audigy 2. | ran into 
problems when trying to install the 
card and | get an error message 
which keeps going on about 
‘ikernal’. What does this mean? 
Miriam DeLaney 


This error can occur if you 
havent uninstalled the software 
supplied with the original Audigy 
before installing the new card. To get 
around this is a lengthy process. 

First, shut down your PC and 
remove the new card. Restart your PC 
and go to the Add/Remove programs 
entry in the Control Panel, which can 
be accessed from the Start button. 
Remove both the Audigy 2 installation 
and the MediaSource installation, but 
don't reboot the PC when requested. 
Insert the CD that was supplied with 
your new Audigy 2 card, but cancel 
the auto-installer if it starts up. 

Browse to the D:\Audio\Drivers 
directory and run the CTZAPPX.EXE 
program (where D is the drive letter 
assigned to your CD drive). Once this 
is running, select to remove the VXD 
drivers, if this option is available, and 
when prompted reboot your PC. Then 
run the CTZAPPX.EXE program again, 
and this time remove any WDM driver 
entries, and cancel the prompt asking 
if you want to reboot. 

Now launch the Management 
Console, which you can do by clicking 
Start, right-clicking the My Computer 
entry and selecting Manage. Select 
Users from underneath Users and 
Groups, and open the user folder so 
that you can see the user. Right-click 
the right pane where the users are 
being displayed, and select New User 





from the pop-up menu that appears. 
In this dialog create a new user name 
and deselect the checkbox ‘Change 
password on next user login. Add the 
user to the users group, and then 
the administrators group. To 
do this, right-click the 

user and select ee 
Properties. Close the 
management console 

and reboot your system 
under the new user login. 

Once rebooted, open the 
management console again and 
remove the old login you were 
using. Once removed, if you want 
to, you can rename you current 
login to the old login name and 
change the password to your old 
password. Once all these steps are 
done, shut down your system and 
install your hardware. 

When Windows reboots, if the 
New Hardware Wizard starts, cancel 
out of it. Once the computer is fully 
loaded, close all programs, including 
any virus protection software or 
other background tasks. Insert 
your Audigy 2 CD and follow the 
installation instructions. 


JUKEBOX DRIVERS 
Hang the DJ 


I'm having some problems 

with my Creative Jukebox 3. 
I can't get it to work with my FireWire 
connection. It just hangs and locks 
up when I try to connect it. | know 
that the FireWire card is working 
okay, as | use it with my camcorder 
without a problem. Do you know 
how | can resolve this? I'm running 
a 2.4GHz Pentium 4 processor, 
512MB DDR RAM, ADS Pyro FireWire 
card, 80GB hard drive and Windows 
XP Home Edition. 
Sarah Frimley 


You need to download both 
the latest drivers and the latest 
firmware for the Jukebox 3. You can 
find details on this by going to 
http://uk.europe.creative.com/ 
support/. Click the Knowledgebase 
link and then enter 12907 into the 
search box, making sure to check the 
box that states youre looking for a 
specific solution ID. PCP 





have any spare time! 












If you upgrade from an Audigy 
to an Audigy 2 then you need 
to remove all the software 

before installing the new card. 


DELVING DEEPER 


BIOS Central 
www.bioscentral.com 

This is a technical reference 
site for advanced computer 
users who troubleshoot PCs 
using Power-On Self-Test cards 
or diagnostics, and developers 
or technicians who want to 
find or add POST code 
information. It's also for 
people who want to flash 
their BlOSes, or solve 
hardware or firmware 
problems, and anyone who 
wants to submit or read a 
competent review on PC 
maintenance products such as 
diagnostic software, test cards, 
and recovery tools. 


ADSL Guide 
www.adsliguide.org.uk 
ADSLguide.org.uk aims to 
inform people about the 
issues surrounding ADSL 
services, and creates a fair 
atmosphere for comparison 
between the different 
providers. It offers broadband 
news in the UK, service 
provider information, views, 
and a section for comments 
from users. 
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FILES ON SUPERDISC 


All the files you need 
are on this months 
SuperDisc in the 
HelpDesk section 
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Paul Grosse improves his memory, trains Squid, does the Samba, 
and communicates remotely with the penguin that runs it all 


NETWORK PROXY 


Speed up your network 


Theres no doubt that a 600Kb/s 
broadband connection is many times 
faster than even a 54Kb/s POTS line, 
but even this is hardly touching the 
capabilities of your LAN. With just a 
cheap, second-hand computer with 
the right software on it, you can 
transform the browsing capabilities 

of your network, whether it’s for your 
home or a small business. The idea is 
to have a machine that intercepts and 
Stores all traffic from the Internet so 
that if you or somebody else needs 

to fetch the same file again, its already 
there, ready to be downloaded at tens 
of megabits per second. However, such 
a machine is ideally placed to have 
much more than just a proxy running 
on It, as we shall see. 

In addition to a proxy server, you 
might want to include: web filtering 
software, a web server for keeping 
track of the visitors to your out-sourced 
website, a centralised network clock, 

a local name server and possibly some 
Network Addressable Storage (NAS). 
And of course, you should be able 

to monitor it locally, and be notified 
automatically if anything is wrong with 
any of the network or the services that 
it depends upon. It would also make 
sense to have a software firewall 
running if youre not already protected 
by an appliance firewall. 

The first question is: What hardware 
do | need? In the local PC or electronics 
shops, you should be able to find a 
second-hand machine with a 
minimum of: Pentium Ill 60OMHz, CD 
ROM (bootable), 128MB RAM (256MB 
desirable), 6GB HDD; built in NIC and 
two clear PCI slots for around £150. This 
should be able to handle moderate 
usage from a network of half a dozen 
or so machines. Get a shop assistant 
to take the top off and check that 
theres at least one empty PCI slot and 
a memory slot, so that you can add 
some more. Theres no need to buy 
a monitor, keyboard or mouse; a KVM 


System Land and Network [modified] - KDE System Guard 











Test your network with some large files. System Guard shows how a modern NIC 
adapts the interframe gap when traffic is high, reducing early collisions to one tenth. 


Switch is cheaper and takes up less 
room. When you get it to the office 

or home, add the NIC and the extra 
memory and plug your monitor, 
mouse, keyboard and two PCs into 
your KVM switch. You could build up a 
machine from new parts instead if you 
wanted (dual, 64-bit processor with 
RAID storage, 2GB of RAM and gigabit 
NICS), but whichever you do, the next 
thing you need is an operating system. 


Operating System 
Ideally, you'll need an operating system 
that was designed from the beginning 
for networking, and is easy to install, 
configure and maintain. With this in 
mind, SuSE Linux fits the requirements 
and, off a CD set, it installs quicker than 
Windows XP 

When installing SuSE Linux, at 
the point when youre asked what 
partitions you need, delete any that 
are already on the machine, then 
create four new ones: hdal — around 
7OMB for /boot; hda2 — 512MB for 
swap (twice your RAM); hda3 and hda4 
— divide what's left into two for / and 
/nas all using Reiserfs, apart from hda2 
which is formatted as ‘swap’. You might 
find that the 6.1GB Windows FAT32 disk 


you thought you bought has 8GB of 
Reiserfs instead, so you might want 
to have another partition for /var/log. 
There are many ways of partitioning 
for Linux. 

Also, when confronted with the 
menu from which you decide which 
programs you want to install, uncheck 
anything you don't want, such as office 
and multimedia suites, screensavers 
and so on, and make sure you do 
have: KDE (graphical desktop); SuSE 
FireWall2; Squid Proxy; SquidGuard 
(web filtering software); Samba server 
(for NAS); Nagios (see boxout); Apache 
(1.3.2x) web server; Ethereal (packet 
sniffer); Telnet; Links (text web browser 
which you can use over telnet); xntpd 
(network time server); and, named 
(name server). You might want to 
add to or take away from this list — 
Webalizer is useful for web server stats. 


Identifying cards 

Once everything is installed and you've 
created your root account and logged 
in, you'll have a capable desktop 
machine with two NICs. Ideally, the 
new NIC should be used for the LAN 
connection as this is likely to perform 
better. In the large screenshot above, 





FORUM 


http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 





EXTRA HELPDESK 





Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Paul started computing back in 
the dark days of coding sheets 
and punched cards, and 
believes that there’s more to 
computing than rocket science 


you can see in the lower three panes 
on the left, the LAN inbound, outbound 
and collisions graphs — the network 
card adjusting the interframe gap 
automatically to reduce early collisions. 
The ethernet cards are usually 
called ethO and ethl; in order to 
identify them, plug a computer into 
the new card and run YaST, configuring 
the cards under ‘Network Devices’ | 
‘Network Card’ so that they'll both run 
on your network. Next, run Ethereal 
and capture the ‘ethO’ interface in 
promiscuous mode, then generate 
some network traffic. If nothing 
happens, do the same with ethl. 
Make a note of whichever one 
captures the traffic, and stick labels 
next to the sockets so that you don't 
forget. Next, plug your other, ‘external’ 
socket Into your appliance firewall 
or broadband modem, go into YaST, 
reconfigure for the Internet and perform 
an online update. 


Configuration 

With your hardware identified and the 
programs installed, the rest is a matter 
of working your way through various 
configuration files and testing. The 
many configuration files are usually 
annotated verbosely and can be edited 
using a simple plain text processor. A 
good practice is to make a back-up 
copy of the original configuration file 
before you start editing it. Once you've 


Network monitoring — at the right price 


The highly-configurable Nagios gives you the power to see beyond your firewall into other networks 


Nagios, the free network monitoring 
program from www.nagios.org enables 
you to monitor disk space, the number 
of users and various services, not only 
on the host machine, but also on other 
machines on your network. 

If you only ping a machine every five 
minutes, it lets you know if something 
is wrong (such as a network fault or 
even if there has been a break-in) by 
emailing you or paging you. There are 
a number of different types of machine 
interrogation that test ftp servers, http 
servers and, with specialised sensors, 
the temperature, humidity and light 
level of various places, such as server 
rooms and wiring closets. 


made your changes to the file, 
you should start the program 
that uses It. A good place to 
do this is with Control Centre 
in the Runlevel Editor, which 

is found under YaST2 — simply 
highlighting the program, 
Stopping It if necessary and 
then starting it. 

Configuration files are in 
/etc, or the subdirectories of 
/etc with the programs name 
such as /etc/samba. A logical place to 
Start is the firewall — its configuration 
file is in /etc/sysconfig. If you don't 
wish to have any services available 
from the Internet, but want the 
machines on your local network 
hidden — that is, all appear to originate 
from the firewall — there are only half 
a dozen or so lines to configure. 

With the firewall up, you can 
configure the Squid proxy (changing 
a couple of lines in the firewall file 
to enable it) and then SquidGuard 
(changing some lines in the Squid file). 
When we partitioned the hard drive, 
we set aside roughly half of it with a 
mount point of /nas. If we create two 
subdirectories within this — called 
‘nas_cache’ and ‘squid_cache’ — we 
can point Squid at it by specifying 
/nas/squid_cache in the cache_dir line, 
specifying around half the partition as 
a Starting point. To activate the NAS, 
change the permissions of /nas to user 


The program runs continuously, 
monitoring various hosts and services 
according to a number of relational 
configuration files that are annotated 
verbosely. Each host is defined, along 
with its services, notification thresholds 
and the dependencies between them. 
You can not only define hosts on your 
own LAN for active checking, but also 
configure passive checks for hosts 
behind firewalls. In addition to that, 
you can include your ISP's network 
gateways and your out-sourced website, 
so that you know if it has been down 
overnight or over the weekend. 

Nagios is viewed through a normal 
browser, via the web server running on 





One of the easiest ways of stopping 
and starting programs is with YaST. Use 
Network Services for inetd (or xinetd) 
services and Runlevel editor for httpd. 


‘nobody’ and group ‘nogroup’ and then 
edit smb.conf in /etc/samba. Create a 
section called [nas], and define its path 
as /nas/nas_cache. Details about this 
are on the SuperDisc, but when you've 
finished, you should be able to browse, 
save, retrieve and delete files from any 
Windows or Linux computer on the 
LAN. You can also use this facility for 
testing (thrashing) the network as well. 
Generally: configuration files are 
found in /etc; log files (useful if there 
are errors on Starting a process during 
configuration) are in /vat/log; and, 
other files can be found in /var/lib 
and /usr/lib. Remember that root's 
home directory is /root and other 
users’ are on /home/|user]. As always, 
details are on this months SuperDisc, 
in the HelpDesk section. PCP 


the host, and is protected by the 
-htaccess file or the directory definition 
in the httpd.conf file in /etc/httpd. Once 
logged onto Nagios in the browser, 
there’s a menu down the left-hand side. 
Under monitoring, the tactical overview 
provides a quick look at any problem 
areas. Selecting ‘Service Detail’ then 
clicking on a service such as ‘ping’ then 
‘Alert Histogram’ provides graphical 
output that's easy to see. With the 
notification thresholds set correctly, 
selecting ‘This Year’, ‘Hour of the Day’ 
and ‘Hard and soft states’ and then 
clicking on ‘Update’ will show if there 
are any times when something is 
struggling to keep up. E 





DELVING DEEPER 


As you configure and test 
your system, you'll need 

to stop and start various 
services. In the Control Centre, 
under ‘YaST2 modules’, you 
can do this in two areas, both 
also controlling processes 

at start-up. 

Network Services (inetd) 
enables you to control which 
network services you might 
need (from the LAN) such as 
ftp, telnet and so on. Runlevel 
Editor not only enables you 
to stop and start processes 
(something you'll need to 
do when configuring Apache, 
Nagios, Squid, SquidGuard and 
so on), but also select which 
runlevel they should run at. 





With Nagios, you can monitor 
your entire network and other 
machines it depends upon. If 
anything goes wrong, it will 
email or page you. 
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We answer your letters 


Pocket-sized booklets have lots 
of uses — only your imagination 
limits the possibilities. 
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How to miniaturise your print-outs, plus lots about Internet security 
— and people who want to ditch Microsoft are getting younger 


The Apple drops 

When Apple astounded the computer 
world with its device-independent GUI, 
| hit upon the idea of making use of 
the higher resolution of printers to 
produce micro-prints. The illustrations 
to the left show how 
the same idea can be 
used on a PC. The 
process requires one 
side of a sheet of A4, 
and may be in portrait 
or landscape. It also 
requires a graphics 
editor — Microsoft's 
Paint will do — and 

a recent version 

of | View32 (for 
preference). The 
purpose of the 
exercise is to cram something like 
eight pages of text or images onto one 
sheet. The finished sheet will be folded 
first along its length, then concertina- 
wise, so that no fold ever has to be 
bent back on itself. The finished 
product can be in normal book format 
(portrait) or calendar style (landscape). 

Although the entire image 
(1,280x1,920 or 1,920x1,280 pixels) can 
be edited as it stands, my preferred 
method is to edit each single page 
(640x480 or 480x640), giving each a 
black border, then paste it into the big 
sheet. This makes it easy to place the 
pages, and later to trim and fold the 
sheet. Once you get the idea, you can 
experiment with different sizes of page 
and different font sizes, although the 
above dimensions work fine for me, 
both on Mac and PC. 

You'll be amazed at how legible 
print can be — even on an ancient 
second-user Epson Stylus 200. A GIF 
image can, of course, be printed from a 
browser, and resized to fit the page by 
trial and error. 

Remember to keep a copy of blank 
first page(s). As for uses, you can carry 
your address book, phone numbers, 
URLs, portfolio, CV manuals, and so on 
in your breast pocket or wallet. 

Bill Pearce 


It's 
encouraging to note that this idea 
revolves around the use of relatively 
old technology, especially as it's such 
a well thought-out adaptation of 
linear technologies for interesting 
new uses. It seems there's life in the 
old (IT) dogs yet. 


Spyware 1 - Microsoft 0 
| recently had my system trashed by 
spyware that had been accumulating, 
unbeknown to me, for months. Okay, 
I've now got stuff in place to detect it, 
but it was a hard lesson, and | lost — 
among other things — Microsoft Office 
(| hadn't kept the key to reinstall it). 

[m outraged that nothing seems to 

be done to prevent this spyware and 
adware being put out. It's criminal 
damage, just as if someone had 
broken into my house, trashed it and 
stolen property. 

One good thing came 
out of all ofthis, however. 
Having lost Microsoft Office, 
| decided to download 
Open Office instead, and 
its a big improvement. 
Ann Godden 


Microsoft's stance on 
security has recently taken 
a new twist (see my 
Editor's Letter, page 9), but 
unfortunately still doesn't 
go all-out to eradicate the problem of 
spyware existing on your PC, or the 
originator of such malware. Just a 
quick note on your lost Microsoft 
Office key, by the way — I think you'll 
find it on the packaging of the disc 
used for the original installation. 


Norton 1 — Spam Arrest 0 
I've seen much in the press about the 
web-based spam busters, but | was 
wondering whether you or your 
readers had experienced any problems 
with the Spam Arrest site. About four 
months ago | was online, looking for 

a way to stop all the spam that | was 





getting (upwards of 160 emails a day), 
when | came across Spam Arrest, and 
decided to subscribe. | was so 
impressed with the service that | didn't 
take the full one-month trial, and 
signed up within a couple of days. 
All seemed fine for two months until 
suddenly the server wouldnt let me 
log on and retrieve my messages. 

Spam Arrest has an automatic 
configuration program that enables you 
to see if your email is set up correctly, 
so | used this to diagnose any 
problems. Initially it would tell me | 
needed to make modifications 
(although all my settings were exactly 
the same as when | originally 
subscribed), so all | did was type in the 
same information overlaid in the boxes 
and then click ‘test’, and was told that | 
was configured correctly. 

Three days later | still couldnt 
download my emails from the Spam 
Arrest server, so, knowing that | was 
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In our recent Online Security Labs Test 
the winner, Norton Internet Security Pro 
2004, excelled in all areas, including 
anti-spyware and spam filtering. 


losing vital information, | decided to 
return back to my normal POP3 settings 
and email support for help. | tried to 
elicit a response from Spam Arrest for 
over two months; | emailed (leaving 
more than one email address) | called 
and also faxed. Io this day I've had no 
reply to any of my pleas for help 
(initially) and subsequent requests for a 
refund. Perhaps some of your readers 
have experienced similar problems, 
because, although they claim to be 
signing up vast numbers of people, 





Your opinions count 


Tell us what you think about companies and products in the IT industry, 
and give us your comments and suggestions regarding PC Plus 


©) pcplus.editor@futurenet.co.uk 


(F) Fax a printed letter to Mailbox - 01225 732295 
MJ Send a printed letter to: Mailbox, PC Plus, Future Publishing, 


30 Monmouth Street, Bath, BAL 2BW 


FORUM 


theres no way to tell anyone, or warn 
people that Spam Arrest appears to 
ignore requests for help. 

If you can get them to talk, please 
point their mails in my direction. Just for 
the record | got the Norton PC version 
for killing spam, and all but one or two 
emails make it through — its a godsend! 
Marc Cain 


To be 
honest, my only interaction with 
Spam Arrest has been to follow its 
route to being added to a ‘safe list’ 
of emails for the subscribers to its 
services. This does of course mean 
that Spam Arrest now has my email 
address, but I digress. On the 
surface, what Spam Arrest offers 
does seem like a very effective 
method for reducing the flow of 
Spam into your inbox. But of course, 
you lack any real interaction with 
the solely Internet-based service. 

If you're after full control over any 
services that you implement on 
your PC, you simply have to 
purchase a locally-installed product. 
And you'll be happy to note that 
issue 215's Online Security Labs 
Test wholly endorses the relevant 
component of your choice of 
Norton's Internet Security Pro 2004. 


They think it's all over... 
You may care to consider reviewing 
Norton Internet Security 2004 (NIS2004) 
in the light of overwhelming negative 
reviews elsewhere. 

| naively bought two copies of 
NIS2004: one for my PC, which is 
running Windows XP Pro, the other for 
the family’s, which runs Windows 98. 
Now, often the only way | can shut 
down my own computer is to reset it, 
let it boot up, then shut it down — an 
application ‘ccapp’ won't go away, and | 
located it in a Symantec folder. | had a 
power scheme whereby my hard disk 
drives would power down after 30 
minutes, stand-by after 45 and the 
whole system would hibernate after 
two hours — none of that happens any 
longer, and | can no longer select 
‘hibernate’ from the shutdown menu. 

My email program, which 
incidentally NIS2004 seems unable to 
monitor, though NIS2001 can, can no 
longer open link URLs, and, even more 


Right of reply 


The most recent issue of PC Plus 
covered a lot of very useful ground 
in relation to the problems of spam 
and unscrupulous advertisers (PC 
Plus 215). However, on the email 
spam side, | would like to see a 
tool made available which simply 
tests whether the senders address 
actually exists. Is there such a 
thing, and, if not, surely this is 
something we should be driving 
ISPs and users to provide to offer 
a kind of assurance of the ‘ight of 
reply’. Of course there would 
always be other problems, but it 


Win a fantastic set of Creative peripherals! 


We've teamed up with Creative Labs 
to offer this month’s star letter writer 
a set of peripherals, worth £140. The 
winner will receive a Sound Blaster 
Audigy 2 NX USB 2.0 sound card. This 
brand new device features 24-bit/ 
96KHz playback, and support for 7.1 


aggravatingly, my HTML editor crashes 
if it tries to display a page Im working 
on in Internet Explorer, and that’s 
impossible to live with (but turn on 
‘program component monitoring’ and 
you'll never get anything, especially 
with Microsoft Messenger trying to 
phone home every five seconds). After 
installing NIS2004 HTML Help (.chm) 
windows can't be dragged: trying to do 
so locks them up completely for about 
a minute. | have two big icons with full 
text on my Internet Explorer tool bar 
which | didn’t expect, didn't ask for, 
don't want, and can't rename or 
remove. To lose NIS2004, and stop it 
dragging me down with it, | reckon Im 
going to have to revert to a previously 
saved image of my OS. 

As for the Windows 98 machine, 
NIS2004 simply wouldn't install, and 
after failing to install, almost prevented 
the machine from operating at all 
(Windows Explorer unavailable from 
keyboard Windows-key+E combo, 
Control Panel inaccessible except 
through My Computer, and so on). 





would give the ‘bad guys’ one 
more hurdle to get over. Then 
theres the largely-unsuccessful 
eMPS service. It would be nice if 
ISPs could invoke anti-spam filters 
based on the eMPS sanitisation 
used by the ‘Good Guys’. 

David Lockwood 


Sadly, most addresses 
would be given a clean bill of 
health, thanks to the ease of 
Spamming and the total 
gullibility of email as a 








communications system. The 
closest that you can get, until 
SPF or a similar technology is 
introduced across the board, is 
to run the mail headers through 
a system like SpamCop 
(Www.spamcop.com), which 
will give you the information 
you need to complain to the 
spammer's ISP Even then, it's not 
a guarantee — the rise of virus- 
based spam means that you 
could easily be reporting an 
innocent user who just clicked 
the wrong web link. 





surround sound. The generosity 
doesn’t stop there, however. Pen 

our most interesting letter, and 

you'll also receive a Creative Webcam 
NX, boasting resolutions of up to 
640x480, automatic exposure 

and white balance control. 





It took me two hours to apparently 
disentangle NIS2004 from the machine 
by deleting countless lines from the 
Registry, and | gather from information 
garnered from the online reviews that | 
was lucky to manage that. 

Harry Pattinson 


Considering that the previous two 
letters have either directly or 
indirectly endorsed our Editor's 
choice of Norton's Internet Security 
Pro 2004 from the Online Security 
Labs Test in issue 215, it seemed 
only fair to print this reader's 
experience. As for the online reviews 
that Mr Pattinson points us to, it also 
seems fair to point out that a very 
large number of printed publications 
came up with similar conclusions to 
ours. | contacted the reviewer, Nick 
Peers, who did query how people 
actually install the product, given the 
problems detailed. He went on to 
emphatically state: “I stand by my 
review — as protection for those 
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FROM THE FORUMS 


Power to the people 
LINUX-BASED ‘PEOPLES’ COMPUTER’ LAUNCHED IN INDIA 


REM2000 

| don’t quite understand why they've developed a PDA-sized 
computer for $240 — wouldn't it be about the same price to build 
a cheap PC (Celeron/Duron) and then bung Linux on that? Or have 
I missed the point? 


RHAKIOS 

Perhaps for people living in rural India power consumption and 
availability is an issue, so that something that runs for six hours 
off a single charge might be more useful than a desktop that 
requires power all the time, or a relatively-expensive UPS. 


FINGERS99 

I think you missed the point. You can buy a Linux-equipped PC for 
$199 (mainly about paring profit margins, economies of scale and 
so on) but the demands of rural India include portability, multiple 
users (often literally) and use by people who can’t read or write. 


IANWRUDGE 

Yep, | think the lack of mains is a real problem; even a 486 needs 
perhaps 60-100W of power, so it’s not practical to run on batteries. 
When you think about it, a bespoke unit is probably the way to go. 


BMI? l'M NOT WORRIED, ARE YOU? 


DGWEBSTER 

I freely admit that I've downloaded the odd song — usually oldies 
that can't be purchased anymore, most certainly not on CD and 
always, always the one song that | want. Moral doubt about it? I 
have none. If | enjoy a number of tracks, | will purchase the legal 
rights to own them. The one thing that irks me is instead of spending 
all this money taking people to court, monitoring and tracking 
abusers, why not lower the cost of a CD? | love Play.com — they've 
done so much for bringing down the standard prices. | only ever use 
Amazon when looking for something a little harder to find. 


REM2000 

That's where they should go — making music cheap enough that it's 
not worthwhile to download it for free. If they're only distributing it 
on the web, then the only fees they need are for themselves and the 
artist. Lowering the costs means that more people will take this up. 


=> www.futureforums.co.uk/pcplus 





online it's definitely the best. 

Even though McAfee ran it close, it 
out-performed it in key areas, and 
has actually proven more stable than 
McAfee, which is on my laptop.” 


Teenage woes 
| recently downloaded a Microsoft 
patch, and immediately after doing so 
my antivirus software seemed to be 
disabled — Symantecs Norton Internet 
Security 2004 Professional, which | 
updated daily — and then a virus hit 
me. The virus also appeared to prevent 
my re-enabling of the antivirus software 
when | restarted the computer. | realised 
also that Norton GoBack 3.5, part of 
SystemWorks 2004 Professional, 
couldnt start, which prevented my 
accessing the F8 bypass facility. Five 
hours of attempting both CD and 
floppy booting wouldn't work either. 

| finally had to get rid of Windows 
XP Pro with SP1 and all its updates. 
Instead | tried using Knoppix 3.3, which 
was good, but | needed a permanent 
OS. Libranet gave me a number of 
hassles, so | installed Windows XP 
again (aaaarrrrggghhh!), although this 
time only temporarily. And now | come 
to you, PC Plus, greatest of magazines. 
Why would anyone ever want to use 
Microsoft software? 


Ease of use — SuSE/Mandrake. 
Stability — BSD/Debian/Slackware. 
Speed — Libranet/Vector. 

Mobility, Hardware support — Knoppix. 
Price — loo many to mention. 
Features — OSX (OK! Its a different 
platform! SO WHAT?) 

Power — Redhat. 


See my point? What do you gain 
by using Microsoft Windows? The only 
thing | use it for is gaming (barely), and 
extensive .pSd support. 

Jonathan Howard, aged 13 years 





Editor, lan Robson, replies: It’s not 
often that we receive such lucid and 
informed letters from our younger 
readers, and even then it would be 
daring of us to print them. As it 
stands, Jonathan is fairly 
representative of a commonly 
occurring viewpoint in that there is 
no reason to use Microsoft's OSes. 
But as he has inadvertently pointed 
out himself through this letter (which 
l have to admit is edited for legal 
reasons only), you very often have to 
measure up your uses against your 
concerns and the end result is 
commonly a begrudging return to 
Microsoft. Be thankful that 
Microsoft's OSes do raise concerns 
amongst some uses, though, as 
without them we would have no 
competition to big up! 





Disassembling some of the trickier 
components in our Upgrading and 
Repairing Laptops feature (PC Plus 215). 


A notable letter 

Scott Muellers feature and subsequent 
videos on Upgrading and Repairing 
Laptops (PC Plus 215) are truly Fantastic 
Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic 
Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic 
Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic 
Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic Fantastic 
Fantastic and concise — more in this 
format please. 

Neil Forbes 


Editor, lan Robson, replies: Positive 
feedback methinks... 


DESlock" 





protect your data. 


DESlockt bridges the gap 
between a complex problem and 
simple users. Industry standard 
algorithms and hardware-based 
key management provide real 
security, whilst full windows 
integration extends an already 
familiar interface. With 
administrator settings protected 
in the DESkey hardware, the 
user plugs in, activates the 

key and works as normal... 
really simple. 


MY KEYBOARD IS 
BROKEN. IT ONLY 
TYPES ASTERISKS 
FOR PASSWORDS. 


I HOPE 
I CAN 
REMEMBER 


TRY CHANGING YOUR 
PASSWORD TO FIVE 
ASTERISKS. 





www.dilbert.com 
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Tel 01823 352357 Email sales@deslock.com www.deslock.com 





Data Encryption Systems 


This Series Part One 


ACROBAT 


Working together 


A Lie 00 inns 


4 INTERMEDIATE 
Easy to get started with, 
but scripting soon 
moves the goal posts 
































Adobe Acrobat 6, 
or the trial on this 
months SuperDisc 


All the files you need 
to complete this 
Masterclass are on 


this months SuperDisc, 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 





Collaboration is becoming ever more important in the workplace. 
Richard Cobbett passes the word around for comments 


hile Adobe Acrobat PDF files are best known 

as a file format, offering a way of creating 

documents that will look identical regardless 
of platform or format, this is only part of the format’s 
capabilities. One of the most important features of the 
Adobe Acrobat proper package is its ability to create 
documents for commenting and collaboration — and 
this is due to become all the more important in future 
months, with Adobe looking to slip PDF past Microsoft's 
Information Rights Management systems and establish 
it as a business standard around the world. 


To try this out for yourself, you'll need a copy of Adobe 
Acrobat 6 (which offers a huge boost on Acrobat 5's 
collaboration tools although the two can work together to 
some extent), a document to edit, and a willing friend — 
luckily, the trial on this months SuperDisc is perfectly capable 
of showcasing these features without slapping your friends 
and co-workers with the bill for a £250 software package. 


El Getting started The easiest way to get started is via 
email. This requires no advanced network configuration — 
just an email address and a list of recipients. You'll find 

in the option in the File menu under ‘Send by Email for 
Review’. Click this and you'll be asked to provide your 

email address for people to email you their thoughts and 
comments. As with any email package, these can include 
direct recipients, ccs and bccs, with the option to add any 
additional comments that people will need to keep in mind 
while working with the system (for instance ‘Can we focus on 
the legal aspects in Chapter 17’). Hit the Send button and the 
copies are transmitted, but more importantly, Review Tracking 
is activated on your original document. 


Digitally signed by your common name here 
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Reason: your signing reason here 

Location: your Signing bonaiion here 
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Stamps are easy to customise, automatically pulling data from 


your computer into the main image file and making it easy to 
see the who, when and why behind each mark. 
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An alternative to this approach is to store the PDF file on 
either the web, or your own network. The key thing to bear 
in mind with this approach is how much work you put in to 
secure the file from external eyes — and of course, that you 
mustn't lean too heavily on firewalls and other protections 
and create a file that nobody is able to see. Before you can 
even begin, you'll need to open up the Preferences option 
menu and pick Reviewing, configuring the system for your 
own connection needs — Database, Network Folder, Web 
Discussions area or WebDAV, and any server settings that 
need to be configured. Once the file has been uploaded, the 
same email panel opens up — except that instead of mailing 
the full PDF it mails out a shortcut in the form of an FDF file. 
Alternatively, once you've navigated to the document by 
hand, you can invite users manually by clicking the Review 
and Comment button and clicking ‘Invite Others To Review 
This Document’. 


E Get some feedback In either case, your crack 

review team now has access to the key file and can begin 
commenting. This process is as easy as adding notes 
wherever they have input — these look and behave exactly 
like Post-It notes, but with a scrollbar for any long comments. 
They don't actually edit the main file itself, instead adding 
their information over the top — a crossed-out segment 
leading to a piece of replacement copy, or a dubious 
paragraph highlighted in neon yellow pen. Finally, your 
colleagues can add their own stamps over the top, including 
straight images (APPROVED’, ‘FOR PUBLIC RELEASE’ and so 
on), and dynamic images bearing their name and/or current 
information (APPROVED BY JOHN DOE AT 7:25AM, 4/15/04’) 
which can be dragged-and-dropped into any position that 
takes your liking. 

If you sent the file out by email, each person has their 
own copy to work with, otherwise they can save a copy to 
disk straight from the browser. Either way, they simply have 
to click Send And Receive Comments to return their thoughts, 
ready to be assembled into the correct order when you sit 
down in front of your own copy of Acrobat. 

Once everything is sitting safely on your machine, 
you can begin working your way through the assembled 
comments. You receive the comments via email, the 
attachments automatically importing themselves into your 
main PDF document — if you have a large number of 
reviewers to deal with, you could well find yourself with a 
whole forest of Post-It notes. In the event that this doesnt 
automatically import, you can open the file as a Tracked PDF 
to merge the two together. If you're inundated, you can 
make space by filtering out any comments that you don't 
want to deal with by clicking on the Comments tab followed 
by Show By Reviewer, Status (Accepted, Rejected, Completed 
and so on) and Type. You can then make any necessary 
changes straight to the file, and keep repeating the process 





PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 


=> http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Notes appear as coloured Post-It notes. You can alter your 
name and colour according to the part of the document you're 
working on, and only have to keep essential ones on standby. 


until everyone is happy, or the deadline rolls around. 
Whichever happens first. 


E Creating forms This isn't the only way to make a PDF 
file interactive however. Another extremely useful tool is the 
ability to create forms and gather information directly. Of 
course, this relies on your actual PDF being good to go in 
the first place. It can then be downloaded from your network 
space, much like the shared documents above, or kept on 
the web and scripted to route any necessary information 
into your database via CGI scripting. It's best to keep these 
as simple as possible of course — especially if you're sending 
the forms out of a corporate environment where you can't 
be sure that everyone will be running the latest and greatest 
version of the software. 

The forms themselves are the easy part. The necessary 
tools can be found in Advanced Editing|Forms, and consist of 


Digital security 


ACROBAT 


toner pod rd be attached te an amal for pew to sid te reyes, 

Pirvereert masl Aeee Adobe Acrubat 4.0 hofmand a Akte Acrobat è D Yandard 
or ater Dear wll be matructed to comment on the FOF mvi send comments te 
mw 


Commer ol arrive © 0 the attached to an ead © yos eel rio Openana that fie 
ad atomas hy clare he comments arty yas PCF 


SS 
(œ | mpesa 
[a | oeit ond 
Si Pene teree De Attached ucmert borer of 
Aatma: thee ICF, pachaged for sending n recce POP 
Praag to Mewes: 


Peme mives rd commeret on the attached documert: rown pf. Adobe a 


Acrobat 6.0 Professional or Aade Aroba 4.6 Sharclard. or latir, s seaured bo 
De topete NOn rren 


| Peet, amn the etecteuert 


2 Then, mabe your commmarty Grectly on the omari by wang the took: on 


Ce Cos) 


uams Metia si mtas: dh ui bares qamaern jsi preen mee 
meu ra kew h brae ir p ni mh pommi a 
ET pak TEE E T a] T te ee 


Partopate in a browser- 


rreew Anr (Wendowi 


Package up your PDF files and launch them off to colleagues 
for comments. When they reply, Acrobat automatically bundles 
them up for the sake of convenience. 


buttons, check boxes, combo boxes, list boxes, radio buttons 
(only one option selectable at a time), text fields and space 
for digital signatures whenever additional security is required. 
You can add them to any document simply by clicking, and 
drag and dropping them into position. It'S easy to alter the 
colours, borders, fonts and other general settings, but by 

far the most powerful options come in the form of Actions 
(which can do everything from importing form data to 
executing an option) and the fully-fledged Selection Change 
tab, which is capable of activating full scripts whenever the 
form-filler begins typing. Using these features, you can 
quickly build up your forms into functional documents that 
your users can fill in straight from their web browser. As 

with comments, there are plenty of additional settings to 
experiment with in the Preferences menu, including 
automatically calculating field values, keeping data on your 
hard disk and auto-completing entries. PCP 


Make sure that you're officially who you say you are 


Adobe Acrobat features full support 

for digital signatures. These appear as 
either text or a stamp, but the real 
protection comes from the certificate 
that gets tucked away behind the 
scenes. To get started, you need to 
create a digital ID card. You can do this 
yourself, or alternatively hook up with 

a third-party provider. The actual 
signature embeds a string of numbers 
into the document, which are verified 
using the user's supplied certificate 

and thus prove its authenticity. Digital 
Signatures are configured by going to 
the Edit|Preferences menu, selecting the 
appropriate menu entry and entering 
the details that you want to use — either 


globally, or asking every time you reach 
for the Sign button. 

In order to validate a signature you 
have to open up the PDF file and check 
the Signatures tab. If you see a little tick 
icon and warning sign next to it, it 
indicates that the document may have 
been modified after being signed. You 
can select any certificate, and have it 
show the fingerprint information, as 
well as open up copies of previously 
signed documents to see exactly what 
was changed between versions. This is 
important — the last thing you want is 
your boss signing-off on something, 
only to find that your cubicle-mate 
later made a few amusing alterations. 


In addition to authentication, it's 
possible to use this system to prevent 
unauthorised users opening up your 
PDF files. Open up the document that 
you want to protect and choose 
Document|Security|Encrypt For Certain 
Identities Using Certificates. From this 
box, you'll be able to create a recipient 
list and assign each permission. Among 
the options that you can switch off from 
this panel are printing, changing the 
document, extracting data, signing and 
commenting. They can be protected 
either using digital certificates, making 
it as easy as possible for people you 
regularly need to exchange data with, 
or via a standard password. E 





Obviously, creating your own 
stamps and custom settings 
is the easiest way of putting 
your mark onto a particular 
document. However, 
collaboration can only really 
work if everybody is using 
the same set of tools. Before 
looking to move to Acrobat, 
it's worth spending the time 
to determine exactly how 

it's going to work, which 
certificate providers are going 
to be used, which permissions 
are going to be set and all the 
other minor policy issues that 
can make all the difference. 


Next month we'll be starting 
a new Masterclass series. 
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Are you sure who's going to 
be reading your file? Approve 
their certificates and you'll 
know who has access to what. 
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LEARNING LANGUAGES 


This Series 


I Can Speak is a great-value 
pack for learners of popular 
European languages, but sadly 
it’s not a self-contained course. 
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Part Two 


Multimedia software 
for beginners 

and ‘getting by’ 

on holiday 








This month Huw Collingbourne tries to learn enough to get by on 
a holiday abroad, and further explores the mysteries of Mandarin 


ast month we looked at Internet resources 
for language learners. This month we test 
software to help you master the basics of 
a foreign language. Meanwhile, I'll continue in my 
personal challenge to get to grips with Mandarin 
Chinese. In case you're wondering why I picked such 
an ‘obscure’ language, it's worth bearing in mind that 
Mandarin is the most widely spoken language in the 
world (there are about two Mandarin speakers for 
every one of English). If my experience is anything 
to go by, it's also one of the most difficult! 


| Can Speak 
PRICE £20 (£17 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Transparent Language 
www.learning-a-language.co.uk 





The ‘| Can Speak’ series combines two separate language 
products in one package. We tested the Spanish version. 
The first program in this package is a language tutorial called 
A+ Language. In a sequence of graded lessons, this teaches 
you basic grammar and vocabulary. It includes audio 
conversations recorded by native speakers, and vocabulary 
games such as crosswords. 

The second program in the package is a language- 
specific version of the ‘flashcard’ program Before You Know 
It. This displays onscreen cards with a word in the target 
language on one side and its English translation on the 
other side. You can test your memory by seeing how many 
words you can recognise 
before clicking to view 
the translation. We 
reviewed a standalone 
version of Before You 
Know It last month. 
Unlike the version 
bundled with | Can 
Speak, the standalone 
version (available for 
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French, Spanish, 
German, Italian or all 
four languages in one) 
can be used on a PDA 
as well as on a PC. 

| Can Speak is a 
pretty decent product at 
a budget price. While it 
falls some way short of 
being a complete 
language course, its more than just another computerised 
phrase book. It would make good self-study material for a 
student following a conventional language course. | Can 
Speak is available for Spanish, French, German or Italian. 
While it doesn't live up to the promised A+, at this price, it 
merits a commendable B. 


i mia g 
T ESITE 
= 
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Talk Now!/ World Talk/ Vocab Builder 
PRICE £25/£30/£20 (£121/£25/£17 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Eurotalk www.eurotalk.com 


Eurotalk produces software which is aimed at learners of 
numerous languages, from Assamese to Xhosa. Talk Now! 
and World Talk are, respectively, their packages for new and 
intermediate learners. Vocab Builder is a vocabulary learning 
tool aimed principally at children. We tested the Mandarin 
Chinese versions of all three. 

Talk Now! is divided into 10 separate sections, nine of 
which are listen-and-repeat exercises, while section ten is a 
scored vocabulary testing game. Each of the nine exercises 
has a theme, such as First Words, Countries or Food. You 
can listen to the vocabulary being spoken, test your 
understanding or record your own attempts at pronunciation. 
The program is simple to use, but its by no means a 
complete course. It'S a good tool for familiarising yourself 
with the spoken language, but next to useless for learning 
grammar or writing. 

World Talk is similar to Talk Now! apart from the fact that 
the vocabulary is more advanced, and Its user interface 
somewhat more flashy. The main menu takes the form of 
a Wheel of Fortune, with a spinning hand that points at a 
selected exercise. The exercises are presented in the style 
of TV game shows; in one game, for example, you compete 
against an onscreen contestant to match pictures to phrases. 
For each correct match, you score a point. For each mistake, 
the other contestant scores. Other games test your reading, 
writing and comprehension. The Mandarin version uses 
only Pinyin (an anglicised phonetic transcription), rather than 
Chinese characters. 

Vocab Builder is a flashcard program which displays 
Cartoons under various categories — professions, places, 
plurals and so on. You click on the cartoon to hear its name 
spoken by native speakers, while the name Is displayed 
beneath. Ironically, my main reservation about the Mandarin 
version of this program is that only Chinese characters are 
displayed, rather than Pinyin. Ideally, | would have liked to 
have seen both used. This problem does not, of course, 
arise in the case of European languages. 


Interactive Picture Dictionary 

PRICE £30 (£25 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Eurotalk www.eurotalk.com 

Eurotalk's Interactive Picture Dictionary is more of a multi- 
language illustrated word list than a dictionary in the 
traditional sense. It lists just a few thousand words, so dont 
throw away your dog-eared copy of the Oxford or Larousse 
just yet! Where this one scores over any printed dictionary, 
however is in its audio content. You can click any word to 
hear it spoken in French, German, Italian or Spanish, and 
instantly switch from one language to another. You can 
choose to view the entire list in sequence, or filter it by 
selecting specific categories such as Food and Drink, Medical 
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or Travel. You can also make a print-out of the 
dictionary for handy reference, with or without the 
pictures. This is a surprisingly effective learning 
tool, and more impressive than some of the more 
wide-ranging products reviewed this month. 


Learn Language Now! 


PRICE £40 (£34 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Transparent Language 


www.learning-a-language.co.uk 


According to its creators, the Learn Now series 
provides more complete, self-contained language 
tutorials than any of the other products reviewed 
this month. The blurb on the boxes modestly 
claims that Learn Now! is ‘THE (their capitals) 
comprehensive’ language learning package. 
Having tried out the German and Chinese 
packages, all | can say is that | beg to differ. 
Starting with the positives, each product 
combines a variety of resources — pictures, text, 
pronunciation guide, grammar notes, practice activities and 


LEARNING LANGUAGES 


even video clips. Lessons consist of dialogs spoken in the 
target language, with the option to play them all in one go or 


one line at a time. You can click an individual word to hear 
its pronunciation and see its translation. You can also listen 
to and repeat phrases, and consult a graph to compare the 


accuracy of your recording with the original. As if all that 


werent enough, the software even comes with a collection 
of added extras, including a multi-language word processor 


and a language-learning screen saver. 


So what exactly is my gripe? Well, put simply, it's structure 
— or rather the lack of it. While there are lots of texts and 


Summary 


FRANCAIS | 


chapeau, le 
charbon, le 
chariot, le 
charnière, la 
charpentier, le 
chasser 
chasser 


ehatalgna, la 
chateau, le 
chaton, le 
chaud 


chausson, le 


chauseura, la 
chauve 
chauve-souris, la 
chef, le 





The Interactive Picture Dictionary provides useful word lists, 
and pronunciation practice, in four languages. 


equal. The Chinese product, for instance, has much less 
video than the German one, and it largely ignores Chinese 
characters. D-minus at best. 


It has to be said that, on the whole, I've been hugely 


underwhelmed by the products on offer this month. 


As tutorials go, most of these packages compare poorly 
with more rigorously structured printed texts. The only ones 


dialogs, and plenty of grammatical information, the package 
as a whole simply doesn't make for a coherent tutorial. It's 
largely left to students to take a dip in and see what they 
can find. Language Now! is available for a number of 
European and Asian languages, but the products aren‘ all 


that really impressed me were the two Chinese language 
programs (see ‘Mastering Mandarin’). Next month I'll be 
looking at some of the real heavyweight packages in 
language learning. If they can’t make me speak in tongues, 
nothing can! PCP 


Mastering Mandarin 


Students of Chinese can reduce the learning curve with the help of these two remarkable programs 


When | first started to learn Mandarin 
Chinese, I felt frustrated by the lack of 
software available for the language. In 
fact, | soon discovered that the problem 
isn't that the software doesn't exist, but 
that you have to hunt around to find it. 
My searches on the Internet eventually 
turned up the two excellent software 
tools reviewed here. 

Wenlin (£136, www.wenlin.com) 
combines a multi-window text editor 
with an integrated dictionary, audio 
pronunciation guide and Chinese 
character builder. You can enter Chinese 
words using the phonetic ‘Pinyin’ 
system, and it optionally converts 
these to either simplified or traditional 


Chinese characters. If there's any 
ambiguity (in Chinese, the meaning of a 
sound can change according to the tone 
of voice in which it’s spoken), you can 
pick the appropriate character from a 
pop-up palette. Alternatively, you can 
draw the characters with the mouse, or 
a pen and tablet. And you can look up 
the definition of a word (either in Pinyin 
or Chinese characters) with a single 
click. The dictionary entry is displayed 
in a separate window, or you can hear it 
pronounced by a male or female 
speaker. This is a wonderful program — 
every serious learner should get a copy. 
At first sight, Clavis Sinica (from £25, 
www.clavisinica.com) seems to provide 


similar functionality to Wenlin, since it 
too has a dictionary that lets you look 
up words entered in English or Pinyin. 
Its dictionary is less comprehensive 
than Wenlin’s, but it has several other 
very useful features. In essence, Clavis 
Sinica is a tool for loading and reading 
Chinese texts. It can load files saved in 
the standard Chinese text formats 
(GuoBiao, BigS and Unicode) and help 
the student to read or speak the text 
by displaying a translation or playing 
an audio clip of a native speaker 
pronouncing the highlighted characters. 
Clavis Sinica is a really impressive 
program which, at this price, can be 
highly recommended. E 








More language learning help 
can be found on the About 
network. Each site on the 
network begins with the name 
of the language, followed by 
‘about.com’ — for example, 
french.about.com or 
chinese.about.com. Some 
excellent Chinese resources 
include the Zhongwen online 
dictionary (zhongwen.com) 
and the Sinophilia Chinese 
writing tutorial (www. 
sinophilia.org/language.htm). 
If you already know some 
French, German, Italian or 
Spanish, Learn A Language 
With Asterix (£30 per language, 
www.eurotalk.com) is a fun 
way to revise and improve your 
language skills, with an an 
on-screen cartoon strip of the 
French comic hero, narrated in 
your chosen language. 


We wrap up this series by 
looking at courses for the 
more advanced student. 


ee g ee ee ee ee 
Fe Se te Wha E 
[ni Te b i m m diie CE i l 





Both Clavis Sinica, seen at the 
top of the screen, and Wenlin, 
below, are superb programs 
for students of Chinese. 
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Part Four 
Digital video 
workshop 


reviously in this Masterclass we've shown 
you how to create, manipulate and play 


A HR MINS 
digital audio files of all types. This month, 
in the final part of the series, we're concentrating on 


BEGINNER 
No experience required 
digital video. Linux is an excellent operating system, 


Example digital and highly efficient at most tasks. It does lag slightly 
| video files behind Windows in some respects when it comes to 
° digital video, but it also has the best video player that 
we've ever seen, as we'll find out now... 



































While just about every other major operating system has a 
flagship multimedia player installed by default, the open- 
ended nature of Linux means it would be impossible to label 
one particular application as its ‘official’ multimedia playback 
engine. Apples Macs have the QuickTime player installed, 
and of course Windows has the ubiquitous Windows Media 
Player splattered all over it. That said, while Linux may not 
have an official player, we — and it has to be said, a lot of 
other Linux users — think theres only one choice when it 
comes to watching digital video on your PC, and thats MPlayer. 
Put simply, MPlayer is a movie player for Linux, although 
it happily runs on many other Unix-based operating systems, 
and even sits beautifully on Apples OSX operating system. 
While players like Windows Media Player and QuickTime 
The default MPlayer skin is Player were designed primarily to play one core format, with 
simple and uncluttered — but it a few extras thrown in for good measure, MPlayer will cope 
helps if you like the colour blue. with almost every video format you've ever 
heard of, and quite a few that you wont have. 
Want to watch Windows AVI files on your Linux 
box, no matter which video codec has been 
used to compress the stream? MPlayer can do 
it. Alongside AVI, MPlayer copes with QuickTime 
(including the newer MPEG4-based codecs), 
RealMedia, MPEG, VOB and more. It can even 
handle proprietary Microsoft formats such as 
Windows Media Video, and the older Active 
Streaming Format. 

The MPlayer project began life a few years 
ago, when Hungarian programmer Arpad Geredffy 
couldnt find a movie player that did what he 
wanted. After some development, he came up 
with separate players for the MPEG and AVI 
formats, which were integrated in early 2001 to 
create the first version of MPlayer. The programs 
come a long way since, and now outperforms 
every other player application on any OS we've 
seen — MPlayer makes more efficient use of your 
PC, and will happily run on older machines which 
groan under the strain of Windows players. 





Skins such as this one don't 


fact ranen (hie Wav Ne Download and install First, you need to download 
looks, they also make it much and install MPlayer itself. Depending on your chosen Linux 
easier to use. distribution, you may well find that MPlayer is already 


Plus 217 | June 2004 


installed and configured. Even so, it's always worth picking 
up the latest build, as MPlayer is a particularly dynamic 
application, and is under constant development. As with 
most Linux applications, bugs are fixed rapidly, and new 
features are regularly added. You can download MPlayer 
from the home site at www.mplayerhg.hu. As well as the 
expected source code packages, which you can compile 
yourself if you feel confident enough, MPlayer is available in 
pre-compiled binary format, as long as you have a Red Hat- 
based system which can deal with the RPM package format. 
While youve there, you can download the available codec 
packages from one of the mirror sites. As always, you should 
install the RPM packages using your chosen package 
management tool. 

MPlayer is a text-based console application at heart. To 
play back your chosen video file, simply open a terminal or 
console window, and type the command: 


mplayer <filename> 


If you have a slower machine with less capable hardware, 
and you find that video playback stutters, use the command: 


mplayer - framedrop <filename> 


This instructs the program to drop frames when the hardware 
can't quite keep up. 

Many media files come with subtitles, and MPlayer copes 
with them admirably. More than admirably in fact, since it 
displays them in a nice anti-aliased font. To play a video file 
that comes with separate subtitles, use the command: 


mplayer <filename> -subfile 


<subtitlefilename>.sub 


One of the worst things about digital video files is that badly- 
encoded examples can have a tendency to suffer from 
unsynchronised audio — amazingly, you'll see this even on 
some movie trailers downloaded from major studio sites. 
Rather than ruin your viewing experience, you can force 
MPlayer to compensate for this problem by applying a slight 
delay to the video track. Use the command: 


mplayer <filename> -delay numberofseconds 


Obviously you'll need to experiment with the delay value, 
but you can also apply a negative delay, for those cases 
in which the audio is actually ahead of the video track. 


GUI versions Needless to say, MPlayer also comes 
with a very capable GUI, which is essential if you want to do 
more than simply sit back and watch passively — try skipping 
chapters in the console version, and you'll see what we 
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MPlayer runs in both full-screen and windowed mode, and 
can dynamically scale the output video to suit. 


mean. The standard GUI version of the program is invoked 
using the command ‘gmplayer’. Although the console nature 
of MPlayer means that it is, of course, possible to use a 
different front-end to control the program's operation. There 
are GUI applications available to fit specific desktop 
environments, such as KMPlayer, KPlayer and KumaPlayer for 
KDE aficionados, and programs such as Namp and Lumiere 
for GNOME fans. For a full list of third-party GUI modules, 
check out www.mplayerhq.hu/homepage/design6/ 
projects.html. 

The default MPlayer GUI is fully skinnable, as youd 
expect from any modern Linux graphical application. The 
download page at the main MPlayer site features links to 
a number of stylish and attractive skins, including some, 
such as Phony, which make the GUI look exactly like a 
domestic DVD player. 


Portable movies 


LINUX BEGINNERS 


They're essentially useless, but Mplayer’s weird video filters 
are worth tinkering with for five minutes. 


E Create your own Creating your own content is also 
possible, thanks to an extra component that comes with 
the main MPlayer package, unsurprisingly called Mencoder. 
While this may initially seem like a fairly minor add-on, you 
may be surprised to find that its actually an extremely 
efficient video and audio encoder, which can transcode and 
compress video footage into a number of formats, including 
MPEG and DivX-encoded AVI files — perfect if you want a 
high-quality file which is also small enough to email to 
friends and family. 

Using Mencoder is very similar to using the actual 
playback engine, but the massive wealth of options available 
to you when scaling, optimising and encoding your own 
video are beyond the scope of this simple tutorial. For now, 
we suggest that you read the extensive documentation 
available on the MPlayer home site. PCP 


Introducing MoviX — the system that enables you to carry a movie player around in your pocket 


As we've seen, MPlayer is a very 
flexible and efficient video playback 
system, capable of dealing effectively 
with almost every video file format 
under the sun. In fact, MPlayer is so 
popular that it has inspired one of the 
most revolutionary projects we've yet 
seen in the Linux world — MoviX. 

Put simply, MoviX is a Linux 
distribution with a difference. Actually, 
it's three different distros, each with 
their own specialities, but we'll come 


you may think, except that MoviX takes 
a rather unique approach. 

MoviX is designed to be compact and 
independent, concentrating only on 
providing a way for the host PC to run 
MPlayer. As such, it doesn't need to be 
installed on the host machine, and can 
both boot and run directly from CD. 
MoviX itself is the simplest form — the 
console version. This is the console 
version of the system, which can boot 
directly from numerous devices. As well 


can carry a portable movie playback 
system around in your pocket, which 
will theoretically work with any PC. 
Next in the product hierarchy is 
MoviX2, which is to all intents and 
purposes the same as MoviX with one 


addition — a nice windowed GUI, thanks 


to X and the MPlayer frontend. 
Finally, we have eMoviX. This is the 
newest addition to the MoviX family, 
and possibly the most interesting. It’s 
designed to be a fully-embedded 








MPlayer HQ 
www.mplayerhq.hu 

The main home site for this 
superb application. 


MPlayer documentation 
http://www.mplayerhq.hu/ 
DOCS/HTML/en/index.html 
This is the English section, but 
the docs are also available in 
many other languages. 


MPlayer 

FAQ, www.mplayerhq.hu/DOC 
S/HTML/en/faq.html 

Start here if you have any 
problems with compiling, 
installing or using MPlayer. 


Mencoder 
www.mplayerhq.hu/DOCS/ 
HTML /en/mencoder.html 
Here you'll find the extensive 
documentation for Mencoder, 
enabling you to create your 
own digital video files. 


MoviX 
movix.sourceforge.net 
Home site for the innovative 
micro-distribution designed 
to boot Linux and MPlayer 
from a CD. 


Next month we'll be starting 
a brand new Masterclass. 





MoviX in action, booting from 
CD and displaying the splash 
screen alongside MPlayer. 





as bootable CD, MoviX can run from 
solid-state storage devices, such as USB 
pen drives and even Compact Flash 
cards. This is hugely exciting, and shows 
the potential of the whole idea — you 


to this later. MoviX is actually a tiny 
distribution that has one purpose in 
mind — to boot a PC into Linux, and 
provide full access to video playback 
using MPlayer. Nothing unusual there, 


operating system. You can place eMoviX 
on a CD, together with your selection of 
audio and video files, and the host PC 
will play them automatically when it 
boots from the CD. E 
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8 ADVANCED 
Make sure to back up 
before starting 


Knowledge of kernel 
compilation and an 
understanding of your 
hardware. 
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ADVANCED LINUX 


Part Four 
What's in 2.6 





Upgrade your kernel to the cutting edge. David Coulson shows 
you how to get up and running with the new and improved 2.6 


ernel development is mainly performed in 
the development branch, with the stable tree 
used for maintenance and security updates. 
Every once in a while, usually every couple of years, 
the current development tree is moved to stable, 

once it’s considered to be at a point where it can be 
used for production. 





On 1/7 December 2003, Linus Torvalds moved the existing 
2.5 kernel tree into the 2.6 series, making for a new stable 
Linux kernel. Were going to take a look at the changes in 
26, and specific applications where it offers significant 
improvements over 24. 


B Making the move Moving to a 2.6 kernel requires a 
little forethought, and an understanding of the impact it will 
have on our system. Of course, if were running a kernel from 
our distribution, then its obviously an easier option to grab 
one of their kernels if they have a current 2.6 release. Limiting 
the number of changes that will occur makes for less things 
that can be broken. 

Linux 2.6 requires an updated package called ‘module- 
init-tools’, which provides alternative module management 
tools, although it will continue to work with 24 kernels 
should we need to revert to 24 for some reason. Many 
current distributions will provide this as a package, or it can 
be downloaded from www.kernel.org/pub/linux /kernel/ 
people/rusty/modules/ and compiled. 

The first step of any kernel upgrade is to ensure that we 
have a back-up available, in the event that something goes 
wrong when we boot with the new one. This can be done 
by adding an additional section to our lilo.conf that provides 
us with an alternative ‘Linux24’ kernel that can be used to 
rescue our system: 


image=/vmlinuz 


label=Linux 


TUN IPs fUSesrc# ncfip ftp. kernel, org 1 
BCPIP 3.1.7 (Jan 87, 264) by Hike Gleason čhttp: sunu, NcFTP. conycontact,), 
Connecting to 284, 152., 1849, 116... 


FroF TFD Cftp, kernel, org] 


Logging in, 


sign 


atch-2. 6.5.51 


The latest 2.6 kernel can be downloaded from ftp.kernel.org, 
either as a complete tarball or a patch. 


read-only 
image=/vmlinuz.old 
label=LinuxOLD 
read-only 

optional 


image=/vmlinuz-2.4.25 
label=Linux24 
read-only 


optional 


We can copy our existing /vmlinuz to /vmlinuz-24.25, and 
re-run lilo as root to get the new lilo configuration loaded. 


E Patching the kernel The current 2.6 kernel is 2.6.5, 
which we can download from ftp.kernel.org. Downloading 
the latest 2.6 kernel ensures that we won't experience any 
bugs which have been fixed in later releases, and that we 
can get the current patches from various kernel projects 
patched into our system. Of course, not all kernel patches 
have been updated for 2.6 at this stage, so its important 

to verify what kernel patches our hardware requires to 
determine if upgrading is practical at this stage. Also, a 
number of systems which previously required kernel patches, 
including IPSec and layer 2 bridge filtering, are now included 
as part of the main kernel tree, avoiding the need to go out 
and locate the specific patches ourselves. 

In the case of IPSec, we can optionally patch the kernel 
with FreeS/WAN or OpenS/WAN, so we can continue to use 
our existing IPSec configuration rather than migrating it all 
over to the setkey system provided natively in 2.6. As 
FreeS/WAN is no longer actively developed, its open to 
argument whether or not one should continue to use 
FreeS/WAN when moving to 2.6, or if moving to setkey 
Straight off the bat is a better way to go for the future. Other 
FreeS/WAN-based projects are still kept up to date for 2.6, but 
using native 2.6 IPSec can make life easier if were upgrading 
many boxes and want to ensure that everything runs stably. 


E Untar the kernel Once we have the 2.6.5 kernel 

downloaded, we can untar it in /usr/src and move the 

/ust/src/linux symlink to /ust/src/linux-2.6.5. Keeping our 

existing kernel source around means we can refer to our 

previous configuration when setting up 2.6.5, as well as being 

able to rebuild a 24 kernel if something goes badly wrong. 
We start by copying our “.config’ from our existing 

24 kernel into our /ust/src/linux directory and running 

‘make oldconfig’: 


turnip: /usr/src/linux# make oldconfig 
HOSTCC 
HOSTCC 


scripts/fixdep 
scripts/kconfig/conf.o 


Continued on page 172 
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IPSec in 2.6 





The configuration of IPSec in 2.6 has changed significantly, so how do we do it? 


IPSec in 2.6 is now based on the same 
IPSec code from the USAGI IPv6 project, 
rather than the standard FreeS/WAN 
code that everyone has used with 

2.2 and 2.4. There are lots of issues 
with integrating FreeS/WAN into the 
main Linux kernel tree, although if 
one really wants to use FreeS/WAN, 
SuperFreeS/WAN or OpenS/WAN 

with 2.6, kernel patches do exist, 

and function with the existing 2.0 
user-space code without the need for 
any modifications. 

However, now were running 2.6, we 
of course want to make use of the built- 
in IPSec system and be able to provision 
IPSec tunnels with the same ease as we 
did with FreeS/WAN under 2.4. Before 
we can do anything, we need to obtain 
the ‘ipsec-tools’ package which is used 
to configure IPSec with 2.6. This should 
not be confused with ‘freeswan-tools’, 
which is only for use with FreeS/WAN. 
Many distributions have packages for 
‘ipsec-tools’, and it can be downloaded 
from http://sourceforge.net/projects/ 
ipsec-tools. 

IPSec in 2.6 requires us to define a 
security association for a host pair, as 
well as a policy for actually encrypting 
the traffic between the two. Each 
command is actually a command to the 
‘setkey’ command, rather than a direct 
shell command. 

An example security association (SA) 
for AH looks something like: 


add 10.0.0.11 10.0.0.216 
ah 15700 -A hmac-md5 
“1234567890123456”; 


Obviously, we need to set up a SA for 
ESP so we can actually encrypt traffic: 


add) rororo. TTE1O0NO0r0216 
esp 15701 -E 3des-cbc 
“123456789012123456789012 


e 
1 


In each SA entry, the definition refers to 
traffic to 10.0.0.11, from 10.0.0.216, so it 
is backwards to the usual source and 
destination approach everything else 
uses. To do something useful with an 
SA, we need a security policy (SP): 


spdadd 10.0.0.216 
10.0.0.11 any -P out ipsec 


esp/transport//require 
ah/transport//require; 


Essentially, an SP tells the kernel what 
we want to do, and the SA defines how 
we want to do it. 

To actually pass some traffic, we need 
to define similar SAs on the other end 
so we can authenticate: 


add 10.0.0.216 10.0.0.11 
ah 24500 -A hmac-md5 
“1234567890123456”; 

add 10.0.0.216 10.0.0.11 
esp 24501 -E 3des-cbc 
“123456789012123456789012 


. 
1 


At this point we can send encrypted 
packets to 10.0.0.11 from 10.0.0.216, 
but the returning packet will not 

be encrypted: 


223357 252, 2070.0. 2 06. > 
£0.20. 0-11: 
AH (spi=0x00005fb4, seq=0xa 


ESP (spi=0x00005fb5, seq=0x 
) (DF) 

22:55 1 so 20.0 On oS 

107 00.216: 
reply 


icmp: echo 


The complete IPSec configuration for 
10.0.0.216 would look something similar 
to the following: 


#!/sbin/setkey -f 
flush; 
spdflush; 


# AH 

add 10.0.0.11 10.0.0.216 
ah 15700 -A hmac-md5 
“1234567890123456”; 

add 10.0.0.216 10.0.0.11 
ah 24500 -A hmac-md5 
“1234567890123456”; 


# ESP 

add 10.0.0.11 10.0.0.216 
esp 15701 -E 3des-cbc 
“123456789012123456789012 
add 10.0.0.216 10.0.0.11 
esp 24501 -E 3des-cbc 


m æ p m m e = 


W: 4 ——— 7 
“123456789012123456789012 » 2.9.9 9 EN | 


° 
1 


e Teee pe e E e ee -im 


im ee en ee ee e ee er 
at TE E N S ees 


metini 
See bas- 


spdadd 10.0.0.216 
10.0.0.11 any -P out ipsec 


esp/transport//require 









The implementation of IPSec in 
the 2.6 kernel supports both 
manual keying, as well as IKE 
with either pre-shared secrets 
or certificates. 


ah/transport//require; 


spdadd 10.0.0.11 
10.0.0.216 any -P in ipsec 


esp/transport//require 


ah/transport//require; ; z 


m p pe op pn p e 


And on 10.0.0.11: Dah ee VTI MG l 
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#!/sbin/setkey -f 
flush; 
spdflush; $e rch siraman r oor 
# AH 


add 10.0.0.11 10.0.0.216 ah 
15700 -A hmac-md5 
“1234567890123456”; 

add 10.0.0.216 10.0.0.11 ah 
24500 -A hmac-md5 
“1234567890123456”; 





We can connect our 2.6 system 
to any other device which 
supports IPSec, such as Cisco 
routers or Checkpoint firewalls. 


TH 





# ESP 

add 10.0.0.11 10.0.0.216 
esp 15701 -E 3des-cbc 
“123456789012123456789012"; 
add 10.0.0.216 L020 20.18 
esp 24501 -E 3des-cbc 
“123456789012123456789012"; 


spdadd 10.0.0.11 10.0.0.216 
any -P out ipsec 
esp/transport//require 
ah/transport//require; 


spdadd 10.0.0.216 10.0.0.11 
any -P in ipsec 


esp/transport//require 


ah/transport//require; 


Lots more information on using 
IPSec in 2.6 can be found as part 
of the documentation of the ipsec- 
tools package. 
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Along with the release of 2.6, 
there are new branches 
offering additional features 
and fixes. The most popular of 
these is Andrew Morton's -mm 
tree, which generally has all of 
the latest and greatest stuff 
you'll ever need for 2.6. He will 
be maintaining the 2.6 tree 
once Linus starts up 2.7 for the 
next development cycle. 

As with the 2.4 branches, 
changes in 2.6-mm get merged 
into the main 2.6 tree once 
they're considered to be stable 
for production use. For anyone 
after the bleeding edge, or 
who simply needs support for 
hardware which is lacking in 
2.6, Morton also maintains a 
-mc branch, which is a merge 
candidate for inclusion into 2.6. 
This contains stable patches 
which are known to work that 
will be included into the next 
2.6 release, so these are 
generally acceptable to use 
on production boxes if you 
really need to. 


Moving from 2.4 to 2.6 requires 
some package updates, along 
with a new configuration. 
Unlike going from 2.4.24 to 
2.4.25, we can’t just drop our 
existing .config in and assume 
that it's going to work cleanly. 
However, unlike going from 2.2 
to 2.4, we can at least base our 
configuration for 2.6 on what 
we have in 2.4. Many of the 
configuration options have 
changed, or moved place, but 
there haven't been as many 
drastic changes which require 
major modifications to user 
space tools. Anyone with an 
up to date 2.4 kernel will have 
the latest modutils package 
already installed, which is 
really the only required change 
from 2.4 to 2.6. A 2.6 kernel can 
just be dropped in to replace 
the 2.4 kernel, without much 
else needing to be done. 


Next month were starting 

a new series on using Linux 
to monitor our network 

and infrastructure. 
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You'll find the latest news on kernel patches, and versions 
of various branches which exist at http://kernel.org/. 


HOSTCC 
HOSTCC -fPIC scripts/kconfig/zconf.tab.o 
HOSTLLD -shared 
scripts/kconfig/libkconfig.so 

HOSTLD 
scripts/kconfig/conf -o arch/i386/Kconfig 


scripts/kconfig/mconf.o 


scripts/kconfig/conf 


As we can see, the build process in 2.6 is significantly 
less verbose than in 24, and rather than showing us the 
whole command line that was executed to perform a task, It 
simply gives us a useful identifier as to what it did. 2.6 also 
moved to an alternative configuration file format, known as 
kconfig. Anyone whos written Config.in files for 2.2 or 24 will 
know how difficult it can be, but Kconfig aims to improve 
this process by combining help information, along with the 
preferences for the kernel option. 

The format of .config is the same, with a list of kernel 
options we want followed by ‘y’ or ‘m’, depending on if 
we want it compiled into the main kernel binary or made 
available as a loadable kernel module. However, many of 
the kernel options have changed name, particularly when it 
comes to processor and architecture preferences, so it may 
ask again if we want to enable something, even if we 
previously had it compiled into 24. 


Configuring the kernel When we run ‘make 
oldconfig’ it will ask us about any options which we don't 
have information on in our .config file. If something is 
explicitly disabled in our kernel, then it will not ask us again, 
however if its a new kernel option and its not referenced in 
our .config file, then it will ask us if we want to compile it in, 
compile it as a module, or not use it at all. This makes life 
much easier when moving between kernel versions, as we 
don't have to hunt through the menus for whatever new 
options are there. We can simply patch our kernel, or copy 
in an existing .config file, and it will tell us what's new. 
Obviously, moving from 24 to 2.6 has one or two more new 
options than if we move from 2.64 to 2.6.5, but it does let us 
look at what exactly is new. If we simply copy in our existing 
configuration and run ‘make menuconfig’, any new options 
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All of the major changes in the 2.6 
kernels can be found within a very 
useful document at www.kniggit. 
net/wwol26.html. 


will automatically be set to ‘N’, which can cause a great 
deal of confusion. 


Compiling the kernel With our kernel configured, 
were ready to compile the kernel and modules, then 
reboot into the new kernel and pray that it all runs happily. 
Compiling 2.6 is identical to 24, and we can run multiple 
commands in a row to avoid having to sit around and 
wait for the kernel to finish compiling, then tell it to build 
the modules. 


# make bzlilo && make modules && make 


modules install && shutdown -rnf 0 


Of course, if any stage of the process fails for some reason, 
then it will avoid executing any follow up commands, 

and drop us back to the command line to find out why 

it failed. Unless youte 100 per cent sure, its usually not a 
good idea to tell it to reboot automatically either, but often 
thats the only thing that will be done after a kernel install, 
unless the system is in production and need to be rebooted 
out of hours. 


Time to reboot With a nice new kernel built, the 
system will reboot, and hopefully we'll have our system 
back up and running under 2.6.5 without any problems. If 
anything important was missed, such as support for our 
filesystem or disk controller, we can reboot and select our 
‘Linux24’ LILO option, and find out what we failed to compile 
in. Once we've reconfigured our kernel with the correct 
options, we can rebuild it, and boot the system back up, 
and continue to work through any problems we may have 
with other hardware. 


Future releases Once we have a 2.6 kernel running, 
when we need to move to the next 2.6 release, we can 
simply patch it and run ‘make oldconfig’ rather than start 
over from scratch, and download a 30Mb file containing the 
entire kernel source. The same applies if we move to a -mm 
or -mc kernel tree, as we can patch our main 26 kernel 
install and have it rebuild the configuration with any 
applicable change from the specific branch. PCP 
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While 2.6 uses Kconfig rather than Config.in, the configuration 
tools for the kernel look very similar. 
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Microsoft Money 2004 








Tim Woodward shows you how to manage and keep track of your 
bank and credit card accounts, with a little help from Money 2004 


etting started with a personal finance 
manager like Microsoft Money 2004 can 
seem a very daunting process, but, once you 
have the foundations in place, keeping your accounts 
up to date is a quick and simple task. Over the next two 
months we'll be looking at the all-important job of 
setting up your bank, savings and credit card accounts, 
creating the categories you wish to use to analyse 
expenditure and seeing how to speed things up with 
online banking. 





If Money is to give you accurate information about the state 
of your finances, then it will need to know some important 
information about your existing bank, credit card and loan 
accounts. The more you tell Money about your current 
balances, interest rates and so on, the more it will 

be able to help you see exactly how well youre doing. 

This might sound like a big job, but dont worry, because 
Money has a useful set-up Assistant to guide you through 
the initial stages of the process. Before we start however, 
you'll need a few bits of old-fashioned paper. Now is 
the time to gather together your bank and credit card 
Statements, mortgage and loan details, and details of any 
Standing orders or direct debits you want to set up. 


B Make a new accounts file and keep it secure 

If this is the first time you've run Money 2004, you'll find 
yourself on the home page of the Set-up Assistant. All you 
have to do is fill in each page of questions and click the 
‘next’ button as usual to proceed. Don't worry if you've been 


Setting up online banking 


Undoubtedly, the easiest way to set up an 
account for online banking in Money 2004 is 
to go to Accounts and Bills/Account List and click the 
bank account you want to use. You can now select 
Change Account Details from the sidebar, and click Go 
to Online Setup at the bottom of the page when the 


Update Details screen appears. 
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Next, Money will ask you to confirm which 

online institution you wish to use. Type in the 
name of the bank you wish to connect to and click 
Next to be taken to the Online Services Manager. 
Here you can click on Change Financial Institution 
alongside the account you wish to set-up and confirm 
the bank you want to use from the drop down list. 


playing around with the software already; to start with a 
clean slate simply go to the File menu, choose Newl New 
File and create a new accounts file — the Set-up Assistant 
will then appear. 

First of all, Money needs to know how to access the 
Internet to use some of the online features. Begin by telling 
the software how you make your Internet connection. On 
the next page you'll need to decide whether you want to 
use a Microsoft Passport to secure both online dealings and 
your local accounts file. If you already have a passport (if, 
for example, you use MSN or have a Hotmail account) then 
make sure you tick the ‘Use Existing’ box. You don't need to 
have a Passport in order to use Money, but if you do then 
the software can download bank and stock details in the 
background without disturbing you. 


E Choose your priorities and create accounts After 
providing the wizard with your first and last names you can 
choose which financial areas you would like Money to help 
you with. Some of the questions on this Select Your Priorities 
page add links to your personalised Money Home Page, and 
some of them tell the wizard what data to ask for now. As 
we'll be covering investment and planning in the next 
tutorial, for the moment lets concentrate on setting up the 
basic accounts you'll need to get up and running — you can 
do this by ticking just the first three options under Accounts 
and Bills Priorities. 

Next you can select how many current, savings and 
credit card accounts you would like Money to track for you 
(we'll ignore retirement and investments for the moment). 
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The next screen will depend upon the bank you 

have chosen and how you log into the Internet 
banking system for that bank, but once connected 
Money will offer you a chance to choose which 
account to use for online banking. Simply select the 
account to use and on the next page choose the 
frequency of downloads and other jobs. 


PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 


=> http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Money will then ask you for details for each account. This 
is where those paper bank and credit card statements 
come in — simply choose each financial institution in turn, 
then tell Money what to call the account and enter your 
Starting balance. 

When it comes to entering this figure, its best to type in 
the balance at the end of the previous statement rather than 
the latest one. This will mean that you can then enter all the 
most recent transactions from the latest statement by hand 
later, and get plenty of practice in using the software in the 
process. When you've finished setting up your accounts, 
Money shows a summary screen and a warning that if you 
finish now you wont be able to get back here to get help 
with the Set-up Assistant. This isnt a problem, because if 
you need to add accounts later theres a seperate, but 
simple-to-use ‘New Account’ wizard on the Accounts and 
Bills menu. 


Ø Add a few regular bills and payments As weve 
taken the liberty of showing you how to set up online 
services with your main bank account in the three-step 
walkthrough on page 158, you can skip the Set-up Online 
Financial Institutions page for the moment and enter details 
of your regular income and expenditure. Start with your usual 
payslip from your main employer, and enter your net take- 
home pay (obviously skip this bit if you're self employed and 
don't know where the next crust is coming from). Don't worry 
if youre paid a differing amount each time, you'll have the 
Opportunity to change this each time your entry is posted. 
You can now tick all the types of bills you pay regularly, 
such as electricity and telephone charges and Money will set 
up each one of these in turn to come out of your account 


PERSONAL FINANCE 


Web integration and planning tools 





The Set-up Assistant wizard is a good place to start when it 
comes to creating your new accounts file and telling Money 
2004 about regular income and outgoings. 


every month. Once you've confirmed that the job is done 
you can finish and leave the Set-up Assistant. At this point 
you'll find yourself on the home page of your brand new 
accounts file, all ready to go. You should see the bank and 
credit card accounts that you've created with the latest 
balances showing, and you'll notice that Money has already 
gathered together any forthcoming bills and deposits, ready 
to post when they're due. 

You can make this home page as interesting as you 
like. Simply click the Update Now links for Breaking News 
and Headlines from MSN Money, and Money will download 
and display the latest information on money matters, stocks 
and shares and so on. Next month we'll look at using Money 


automatically. Again, if you have the paper information to 
hand here this will make light work of the next few screens. 
It really is worth taking the time to enter all this data now, as 
this means you wont have to type It in manually each and 


Categorically speaking 


on a day-to-day basis to track your finances by entering 
payments and receipts into your bank accounts. There will 
be more information on investment planning, and how to 
manage debt using the tools Money 2004 provides. PCP 


Categories enable Money 2004 to analyse your income and expenditure 


Money 2004 can get very confusing 
if you're new to accounting software. 
In the end, though, it’s all down to 
analysis. In order for you to see how 
things are going financially, Money 
needs to place income and expenditure 
in neat boxes. If you use categories, 
then you'll be able to see how much 
you spent on, for example, telephone 
charges or car costs as opposed to 
school fees. You'll also be able to tell 
which particular car costs were down 
to business trips and which were 
personal, using the broader scope 
of classifications. 

Each transaction you enter into Money 
can be assigned to a classification and a 


category, giving you ample scope to find 
out later how much different areas of 
your life are costing you. This may well 
be more important if you run a business 
than if you run a family, but information 
remains power. It’s much better to know 
why you went into overdraft this month 
than just simply knowing that you did — 
perhaps next month you can then 
budget accordingly. 

Accounts on the other hand are simply 
money pots — banks, credit cards, 
saving plans and so on. If categories 
and classifications are analysing the 
‘flow’ of money in and out, accounts 
can be described as the buckets the 
money flows out of or into. 


Thankfully, Money 2004 comes with 
plenty of categories already in place, 
and you can manage these in Accounts 
& Bills/Categories & Payees. To change 
or create new categories, simply use the 
appropriate button at the bottom of the 
page, and if you want to save yourself 
hours when filling in your Tax Return 
you can do even more. Money can 
assign certain income and expense 
categories to specific Tax Categories on 
the form itself. To do this, click Set up 
Tax Categories on the Set up Your 
Categories screen, and associate each 
expense category or group with its 
appropriate tax form and the line on 
that form. E 








A good place to start when it 
comes to finding out just what 
Money 2004 can do for you is 
the MSN Money section. This is 
a new area of MSN dedicated 
to Money and what you can do 
with it — either click the link on 
the Money 2004 home page or 
follow http://money.msn.co.uk 
/MyMoney/MicrosoftMoney/ 
introduction/welcome/default. 
asp. You can also take a quiet 
moment away from the PC and 
read a good book. Try Microsoft 
Money 2004 for Dummies by 
Peter Weverka, which seems 

to be the definitive text on 

the subject. 


In the next instalment of 
this series we'll take a look 
at investment planning for 
the future, and reducing 
your debts. 





You can see exactly how 
much you've spent (and what 
you've spent it on), using 
categories and classifications 
in Money 2004. 
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Adobe Photoshop 


PHOTOSHOP 





Colin Smith and Al Ward show you how to create seamless patterns 
from almost any source. It's all in the wrist — and gradient masks 


or most of this tutorial, we'll be digging into 
Photoshop's built-in tools to create exciting 
looking patterns for web, texture and other 
artwork. It doesn't matter what the source image is — 
by following these steps you can turn anything from 
family photos to screenshots into interesting, 
professional patterns. There will be a lot of repetition of 
steps throughout the tutorials — this is because we'll be 
starting with something simple and building on it until 
we get to some pretty fantastic effects. 





Let's start with basic masking patterns. Open a sample texture 
image — were using a wooden pattern (see below), but you 
can find others online at sites such as www.3dcafe.com — 
and go to Image|Image Size. Resize the image if necessary 
to ensure that its square (most, if not all, seamless patterns 
are). Click OK, and duplicate this background layer by dragging 
it to the ‘Create A New Layer’ icon. Go to the Transform menu 
and select Flip Horizontal. 


B Black and white and seamless all over Masking 
now comes into play. By using layer masks and gradients, 
Photoshop enables you to render portions of layers visible 
and invisible. Select the Background Copy layer, and click the 
Add Layer Mask icon at the bottom of the Layers palette. 
When you create this, the foreground and background 
colours automatically reset to black and white, as these are 
the colours that will dictate which portions of the layer are 
revealed and which are hidden. When working with masks, 
black conceals and white reveals. 

Select the Gradient tool, and choose a horizontal span 
with dithering and transparency boxes selected. Starting on 
the left edge, draw the gradient straight across to the right 
edge. This will render the right side visible, then it will 
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as and where you find them when it’s so easy to play around. 


PCPlus 217 | June 2004 





gradually become invisible and blend in the centre. Hit 
[CTRLI+E to merge the layers together, and duplicate the 
Background layer once again. This time, Flip Vertical, and 
Start the gradient mask at the top of the image, running 
down to the bottom. Merge the new gradient. 

Let's give the pattern a test run to see if its indeed 
seamless. Without closing the pattern (which we'll be 
returning to in a moment) create a new larger image, select 
Fill from the Edit menu, and select the image. Pour it onto 
the blank canvas and you'll see we get a nice, repeating 
wood pattern with no visible seams, each repetition melding 
with the next without any stark lines where they meet. 


B Further flipping from side to side As it stands, 

the pattern is seamless from top to bottom and left to right 
— but if we stretch the process out a little further, the image 
can be made to match on all four sides equally. Duplicate the 
Background layer again, but this time rotate the copy by 90 
degrees. Add a new gradient Layer Mask, this time starting in 
the upper left-hand corner and running down to the lower- 
right. Hold the Shift key to constrain the angle to 45 degrees. 
Merge the layers. Repeat the process, this time flipping 
horizontally, and drawing the gradient across from left to 
right. Once more for good measure — create yet another 
copy of the background layer, and flip vertically. This time 
however, when you select the gradient tool, check the 
Reverse box. This is a very important step — it swaps the 
colours of the gradient, changing the portion hidden. This is 
to get a bit of variation in the effect, and not checking it will 
render a totally different result. Starting at the top of the 
image, draw the gradient down to the bottom. Merge the 
layers, and you'll have a unique tile pattern that resembles 
wood, or your choice of texture, in tone only. 

While this is a useful way of creating texture effects, 
weve barely touched the surface as far as pattern generation 
is concerned. Now were going to try adding a few filters and 
distortions to our source photo, taking pattern generation to 
new heights. We strongly recommend that you record this as 
an Action, since the end result never turns out the same way 
twice. This is an excellent way to recycle any image you 
have — but take care! If you get hooked on it, you could fill 
up your drive with unique patterns. 


B Unconventional family photos To demonstrate, 

were using a family photo that didn't turn out very well. 

The focus was off, and in most cases this photo would 

be unusable — but when we stick our pattern creator on 

it, a whole new realm of uses suddenly becomes apparent. 
Take your own image, resize it to 256x256 pixels and 

select the entire image. To wipe out any border items you 

want to remove, apply a cleansing blur. Go to Select! Modify| 

Border, and enter a width of 16 pixels in the Border Selection 

box. Next, add a Gaussian blur with a radius of 12-143 points 
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A few filters later and we have an unusual image to play 
with, but it’s still a fair way from being a texture. 


and click OK. Deselect everything, and duplicate the 
Background layer. Desaturate it, and Invert the result. Blur it 
again, this time with a Smart Blur — roughly 25 points radius, 
a Threshold setting of 30, High Quality and, importantly, Edge 
Only. Invert it again. Next, select the Colour Range option 
from the Select menu and use the Eyedropper to select the 
white areas of the image. Hit the Delete key to get rid of it, 
giving you a messy outlined look. Dont worry! It gets better. 

[CTRL]+Click the Background copy layer in the Layers 
palette to load it as a selection, and create a new Layer 
above. Pick a grey colour from the Colour Picker and go to 
Edit|Stroke. Using this colour, a 1px brush, Overlay mode and 
choose Outside as your location, deselect and set the layer- 
blending mode to Overlay, add a new Gaussian blur with a 
radius of 3 to 4 pixels and click OK. Select the Background 
Copy layer from the layers palette and change the blending 
mode to Soft Light. Phew. Time to add the filters. 


©) The next wave of graphic editing Start by adding a 
Wave effect, making sure Square is set as the type. Duplicate 


Transparent lens shadows 


PHOTOSHOP 








A few more flips and it’s near unrecognisable — looking for 
all the world like a marble floor, and ready for prime time. 


the background layer, desaturate it and invert. Recognise 
these steps? Were doing exactly what we did before — 
applying a Smart Blur (this time with a radius of 20 and a 
Threshold of 50), inverting it and chopping out the white 
areas with Colour Range and the Eyedropper, before merging 
the layers back again. Duplicate the background layer and 
add a Paint Daubs filter, giving the budding texture an 
interesting splotchy effect — Brush Size 11 and a sharpness of 
four should suffice. Set the Blending Mode to Soft Light and 
merge everything together again. 

We now have an unusual-looking image, but hardly a 
seamless texture. To finish off the effect, we have to run 
through our first steps again, flipping it and adding seamless 
layer masks until all the sides have been completed. What 
began as a blurry picture of a brother and sister is now a 
smooth, professional looking marble texture — and we can 
add even more variety by stepping back and adding 
additional Wave commands after the Paint Daubs instruction. 
And, because nothing weve done was specific to the image, 
its a perfect technique to save as an Action for later use. PCP 


It's easy to texture objects, but how can you apply your skills to light? 


When light is blocked from an object, 

it creates a shadow on the opposite 
surface. In most cases, the shadow is 
just a dark blur. However, what if the 
object is semi-transparent, and there's 
light shining through it? What would the 
shadow look like? It's these little details 
that can add a strong finishing touch to 
your images. 

To test this, we take a background 
image and a marble. We start by 
dragging the sphere onto the texture 
and then duplicating it. This second 
layer will become our light effect, and 


therefore needs to go underneath 
(although we can hide the sphere itself 
for the moment, so that we can see 
what we're doing). To keep tabs on the 
size of our effect, we shrink the light 
layer by a third, and apply a motion 
blur — in this case, the angle is 
-38 degrees, and the distance 108 
pixels, although this will vary according 
to your images. Show the sphere over 
the top. 

Now change the Blending Mode of the 
light effect layer to Linear Light. This 
feature first appeared in Photoshop 7, 


and acts a bit like an auto dodge/burn. 
It will dodge everything lighter than 50 
per cent gray, and burn everything else. 
The light will now appear to pass 
through the sphere, shining a coloured, 
textured surface on the background. To 
enhance it slightly, we can duplicate the 
effect layer, lower its opacity, and 
reposition it, so that just the glowing 
area is showing. This technique works 
best on darker than 50 per cent grey 
surfaces. For lighter surfaces, 
experiment with the other Blending 
Modes, such as Hard Light. E 
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For more great Photoshop hints 
and tricks, look for Colin and 
Al's latest book, Photoshop 
Most Wanted 2. The effects 
covered include metal 
moulding and circuit boards, 
eco-friendly rust, rot and ruin, 
magic — ranging from elves to 
skulls — and everyday advice 
on turning dull 2D clip-art into 
shining 3D objects. You can 
pick up the book, complete 
with CD, from Computer 
Manuals, and visit the website 
at www.friendsofed.com. 


Next month we'll be 
embarking on a brand 
new Masterclass series. 





situation with a few layers. 
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Part One 


Connecting to 
VoiceGuide 
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VoiceGuide from last 
months SuperDisc 
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VBScript gives you an easy way 
to script complicated actions, 
with direct control from the user. 





As soon as a caller is connected, 
the computer digs up the current 
NASDAQ points and reads them. 





VOICEGUIDE 





If you have a touch-tone phone, press 1 to hear Richard Cobbett 
explain how to use it. If not, please hold. Until you get one 


ew things are more irritating than dialling a 
number only to be dropped in a queue and told 
“Your call is important to us. Please hold. We 
can't find the Vivaldi CD, so here's the sound of our CEO 
humming Greensleeves. You are currently number 4,790 
in the queue.’ However, this isn't the be-all and end-all of 
phone connections. Phone up anyone from a high street 
bank to the local cinema and you'll soon find that 
automated queuing systems are the very least of the 
services that your phone is able to provide. 





The secret to all of these is pathing. VoiceGuide listens out 
for the tell-tale tones of the users phones, leading them 
Step-by-step through the automated system. One module 
may be interested in a single button push; the classic ‘Press 1 
for an operator, press 2 to hear more glorious pre-recorded 
speech’ routine. The next might be more inquisitive, perhaps 
accepting an account number of exactly six numbers, and 
running a quick verification check on it before moving you 
across to the main operator. 


E Hello World, no coding required Lets begin as 
simply as possible. Open up VoiceGuide from last month's 
SuperDisc. All the modules you'll need can be found on the 
left of the screen, beginning with the straightforward Play 

= Sound File and ending with Hang Up Call. Start 
by clicking on Play Sound File, and then on 

the main screen to add it to the project. Drag 

it up to the top of the screen for the sake of 
simplicity, right-click on the button and choose 
‘Make Start Module’. 

Time to add some functionality. To begin with, 
theres no point trying to cycle a user through an 
automated pathing system if they havent got a 
phone that supports it, so its well worth having a 
second module to say this outright, and put them 
through to an operator. The first is handled by 
another Play Sound File module, followed by a 
Hangup module; the second the Transfer Call 
_ button. We'll use the latter in the interests of 
“| friendliness. Finally, add a fourth module that the 
user will be sent to after confirming that they do 
have the ability to interact with your system. 


A Operators are standing by First, we 
need to welcome the user onto the system. Open 
up the top-most Play Sound File modules options 
by clicking on the button in the top right. As the 
name suggests, this is a straightforward playback 
tool — the other modules can output sound as 
well, but with a view to doing something with 

us. This one is ideal for just passing information to the user, 
without them leaping in with an interruption. 
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VoiceGuide's Enterprise edition features full text-to-speech, 
but in most cases you'll want to give a more human quality 
to your interface. Either select a sound file, or press the 
Record button to open up Sound Recorder and create it live. 
This should be short and simple — a straightforward ‘Thank 
you for calling MyCompany. If you have a touch-tone phone, 
please press the hash key now’ will suffice. 

This gives us two tests to perform. Switch to the Paths 
tab, and find the ‘On’ drop-down. Select ‘Digit * from the list, 
and choose the main module from the Goto drop-down. 
Next, select Timeout, and link it to the Transfer Call module. 
You'll need to set a number of seconds to wait — giving the 
user enough time to scrabble for the right key before 
spontaneously whisking them off to parts unknown. 


E Up path and down garden Repeat the process on 
the next module, this time recording or loading a sound file 
saying ‘For enquiries, press 1. For orders, press 2... The paths 
for these are controlled exactly as before, except with each 
digit selected and pointing to the next link in the chain. It's 
best not to have too many of these options at each junction 
— especially if the user won't be quite sure which they need 
to press until they've heard all the options. In cases like this, 
you can set each Play Sound module to repeat itself as many 
times as you like before making a beeline for the Timeout 
option — you'll find the option listed as ‘replay count’ on the 
Play tab of each module. 

Not all pathing is based on user input, however. One of 
the most useful modules at your disposal is for when you 
need to put a caller through to an operator, but lack the 
manpower to offer round-the-clock service. The Time Switch 
module gives you a way of offering alternatives, rather than 
just an endlessly-ringing phone, depending on the day and 
time. Add one to the project and open it up. There are two 
key settings to deal with — the first spanning two dates and 
times (ideal for special offers or time-sensitive information). 
The second is more immediately useful on a day-to-day 
basis, giving you the option to select both times and specific 
days of the week to check for. Of course, these can be strung 
together for more advanced checks, and as the user isn't 
given any sound cues in these modules, the effect will 
appear to be seamless. 


© Tone-dial Turing test Not every phone service 
requires an operator to be standing by of course, and 
VoiceGuide offers several modules for data processing, 
running applications and other useful functions — up to and 
including DDE poking and command execution. Using these, 
you can break out of simple pathing and create completely 
automated services — samples provided with the VoiceGuide 
program itself including reading prices, using VBScript to 
gather and issue NASDAQ information, hunting down 
directory numbers and gathering up sound recordings in a 





PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 


=> http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Two easy paths - a straight connection to the operator and an 
automated response system, neither of which have to hook up 
together to be usable on demand. 


Standard voicemail system. The fact that you can call on 
both VBScript and external applications gives you the ability 
to stretch VoiceGuides functionality far beyond the modules 
on offer at the start. 


E Controlling it with code The actual scripting required 
for this varies hugely. This piece is taken from the first 
module in the Call Recorder demonstration, activated when 
it detects an incoming call: 


set vg = 

CreateObject (“VoiceGuide.CommandLink” ) 

if msgbox(“Number : $RV CIDNUMBER” & vbCrLf 
& “Name : SRV CIDNAME”, vbYesNo + 
vbQuestion , “Record Call ?”) = vbYes then 
vg.Run ResultReturn $RV_DEVICEID, “yes” 
else 

vg.Run ResultReturn §$RV_DEVICEID, “no” 

end if 

set vg = Nothing 


VOICEGUIDE 
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Each module has a huge number of settings to be tweaked, but 


all the caller need listen out for is the calm spoken instructions. 
The rest takes place far behind the scenes. 


This looks rather more complicated than it is — opening up 
a pop-up dialog box with the callers number and a simple 
‘Yes or No’ prompt to choose whether or not the call should 
be recorded. The paths then lead to a Record Sound File 
module and a Hangup Call option, depending on which the 
user selects. You'll notice that you can write this down in 
plain English on the module box itself, making it easy to see 
at a glance how your user is going to be redirected — and 
also, that theres no reason why every path has to be linked 
together. In this instance, you can choose between providing 
the option as VBScript or a separate executable file — simply 
choosing one or the other as your starting point, and having 
the answers following exactly the same paths. 

It'S well worth going to the trouble of reading through 
each of the sample projects in depth, customising them to 
your needs before beginning to build a whole VoiceGuide 
system up from scratch. Doing this will give you a much 
better understanding of what you can do with the softwares 
advanced features, rather than restricting you to simple 
record and playback. PCP 


Getting connected to the outside world 


Finding the right hardware is essential to automatically receive and make calls on demand 


The easiest way of setting up a 
VoiceGuide system is to plug a standard 
modem into the wall and have it wait 
for calls. This presents a number of 
problems, most notably that only one 
person can call into the system at once, 
and the connection quality won't be 

as good as with dedicated telephony 
equipment, but it's cheap and easy to 
set up. You'll need to invest in some 
rather more powerful technology to get 
the most out of the more advanced 
packages — the good news being that 
you should be able to plug straight in. 
VoiceGuide's creators recommend 


Dialogic cards, with prices starting at 
around £275, and models are available 
in both ISA and PCI format. Once the 
card is installed and connected, you can 
select it or other TAPI devices using 
VoiceGuide's configuration utility. 

To dial out, rather than simply transfer 
calls, you'll need to purchase a copy of 
VG Dialler. This reads in a selection of 
phone numbers from an external file, 
running different VoiceGuide scripts 
dependent on whether it gets hold of 
a real person, answering machine or 
modem, and processing responses 
accordingly. Makers Katalina 


Technologies offer plenty of uses 

for this, including reminder calls, 
announcement and emergency 
notifications — and should you call 

us on such a system with your advert, 
rest assured that the aforementioned 
emergency will involve a T3 line and a 
most regrettable trip to the proctologist. 
As with all technology, just because you 
can doesn’t mean you absolutely have 
to; and the presence of No Call Lists and 
other controls in the dialler application 
should help reduce the urge to 
experiment too enthusiastically with 
these options. E 









There are three versions of 
VoiceGuide currently available: 
Personal, Professional and 
Enterprise. Needless to say, 
the former is the most basic, 
with one available line and a 
maximum of 30 modules — and 
not the most advanced ones at 
that. Professional ups the ante 
considerably, with 240 phone 
lines, the ability to transfer 
calls, query databases, send 
email and phone messages 
and, most importantly, run both 
programs and VBScripts on 
demand. Enterprise is the 
highest end, its advanced 
features including sub-scripts, 
text to speech support, 
modifiable voicemail and the 
ability to upload them via FTP. 


Next month we'll be starting 
a new Masterclass series. 
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Select your TAPI device from the 
menu. Bigger is always better, 
but you can test out the system 
with a humble voice modem. 
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UK firms are warned of shake-up in 


anti-spam industry 


K firms that are considering purchasing 
or upgrading their spam-filtering 
systems have been warned to expect 
‘dramatic vendor consolidation’ this year, which 
will see the 40 firms currently offering anti- 
Spam products or services being slashed to 
fewer than 10. 

Gartner's latest research indicates that, 
during the next nine months, this immature 
industry will ‘change significantly’, as most 
vendors have been unable to deliver the 
best-of-breed functionality required to 
effectively combat spam. 





Gartner's Hallawell 
says firms must look 
at the viability of 
candidate firms 
when selecting an 
anti-spam vendor. 








The analysis firm warned 
that companies should select 
their anti-spam provider 
carefully, to avoid being 
caught out by the market 
shake-up. It noted that most of 
the players currently offering 
viable filtering products are 
small start-up players with a 
limited track record. This 
contrasts with the established 
antivirus, web-filtering or 
firewall vendors, which have, according to 
Gartner, so far not met enterprise requirements 
with their spam-busting offerings. 

“While many enterprise spam-filtering 
vendors will be gone, or will refocus their 
technologies elsewhere by the end of this 
year, enterprises can't afford to delay decisions 
until the market shakes out,” said Maurene 
Caplan Grey, research director at Gartner. 
“Their problems with spam have become 
too enormous.” 

While Gartner warned that there were 
“questions over any vendor's future viability 
in this market”, research director Arabella 





Gartner is warning 
firms that the 
anti-spam market 
is heading for 
consolidation. 


Hallawell said enterprises could take some 
steps to protect themselves before making 
selection decisions and signing contracts. 
“Companies must consider a vendor's core 
business fundamentals,” Hallawell said. “A 
quality installed base also indicates sufficient 
strength to mitigate short-term vendor risks. 
“The strength of a spam-filtering vendor's 
solutions detection and management 
functionalities is the most important factor 
to consider when choosing a vendor.” 
Gartner's latest research indicates that 
between 60 and 75 per cent of incoming 
email received by its clients is spam. 


BROADBAND | BAND 


Alcatel and Intel team up in WiMAX broadband revolution 


he emerging 802.16 WiMAX standard, 

which is poised to revolutionise ‘last mile’ 
broadband access for businesses that can't 
receive fixed line cable or DSL services, has 
received a boost with the announcement that 
Alcatel and Intel have teamed up to develop 
commercial products based on the technology. 

The firms promised that their alliance would 
help to define, standardise, develop and integrate 
WiMAX Metro-class wireless broadband access 
technology, which can be deployed in emerging 
markets and developed countries. 

WiMAX is a wireless metropolitan area 
network (WMAN) technology that inter-connects 
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wireless hotspots to offer customers wireless 
Internet access via Wi-Fi. It's expected that 
networks based on the 802.16a standard will 
have a range of up to 30 miles, and the ability 
to transfer data, voice and video at speeds of 
up to 7OMb/s. 

Alcatel and Intel promise that their 
development alliance will deliver commercial 
products by the second half of 2005. 

Marc Rouanne, chief operating officer of 
Alcatel's mobile activities, said the deal would 
result in businesses’ wireless subscribers 
benefiting from ‘seamless broadband’ services, 
irrespective of their locations. 





The WiMAX partnership with Intel will see Alcatel 
expand its established wireless access systems. 
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Microsoft boosts 
Exchange 2003 
storage with iSCSI 
and NAS support 


Mi=" has beefed up the 
storage capabilities of its 
Exchange Server 2003 platform with 
the addition of support for Internet 
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Confusion over 
emerging 
64-bit chip 
technology 


merging 64-bit server chip 

architectures are creating 
confusion for IT managers, with 
most unsure what primary criteria 


Exchange Server 2003 


Enterprise Edition 
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Microsoft has added support 
for iSCSI and NAS to the 
latest version of Exchange. 





Small Computer Systems Interface 
(iSCSI) and Network Attached Storage 
(NAS) hardware. 

The company said that iSCSI support was added because of the 
rapidly-growing popularity of storage hardware conforming to the 
standard, which is designed to transport block-level storage traffic over 
Internet Protocol (IP) networks. 

The new NAS support will enable customers to deploy Exchange 2003 
database files on NAS devices, which could be useful for firms attempting 
to consolidate storage architectures. 

“Exchange Server customers have been asking us for the ability to 
utilise iSCSI and NAS storage devices in an Exchange environment,” said 
Kevin McCuistion, director of Exchange marketing at Microsoft. 

“These new storage solutions for Exchange 2003 bring exciting 
benefits to our customers, and are especially valuable in small-business 
and remote-office scenarios.” 


to use in determining which 
microprocessors — from firms including Intel, AMD, IBM, HP Dell or Sun 
— to select for 64-bit server architectures. 

According to analysis firm Clabby Analytics, firms must think 
carefully before jumping on the 64-bit server bandwagon. 

“Our research shows that there are significant differences between 
the 64-bit microprocessors offered by AMD, IBM, Intel, and Sun,” said 
Joe Clabby, founder of Clabby Analytics. 

The study found Intel's Itanium was well positioned because it can 
run Windows .NET and Unix/Linux J2EE environments, while IBM is 
positioning its pSeries as the platform for 64-bit Linux and Unix. 

The study also noted that Sun has an aggressive roadmap to bring 
multi-threading and multi-core capabilities to the market, and that 
AMD's 64-bit Opteron microprocessor isn't really positioned to go 
head-to-head with IBM's POWER, Sun's UltraSPARC, or Intel's Itanium 
architectures. Instead, IA-32 is the Opteron’s target. 
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pril Fool! The only question 
is exactly who were talking 


about. April 1st always brings 
a fair selection of pranks, joke stories 
and whimsical press releases, but 
Google really upped the bar with 
its offer of 1GB of email storage per 
user for its brand new Gmail service. 
The press release quoted Google 
president Larry Page describing his 
encounter with one user thus: “She 
kvetched about spending all her time 
filing messages or trying to find 


them, and when she’s not doing that, 
she has to delete email like crazy to 
stay under the obligatory four 
megabyte limit. So she asked, ‘can't 
you people fix this?’” 

Cue much hilarity. Except, that 
is, at Google HQ — which had 
admittedly written the press release 
in tongue-in-cheek fashion, but was 
deadly serious about the service 
itself. The actual April Fool gag of 
the year was a job opening up on 
the moon. (At least, we assume so!) 





Gmail has turned out to be one 
of the most contentious online 
issues in recent years. As our legal 
expert Roger Gann explains in his 
column on page 17 the legal 
ramifications have exploded in the 
company's face, with users and 
governments alike concerned at 
the prospect of Google trawling the 
data in search of keywords to build 
adverts into, uncertainty as to 
exactly how far the company plans 
to associate users’ information with 
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Based on Google technology, Amazon’s new search engine (www.a9.com) has plenty 
of new features — but the majority require you to sign up to be monitored. Will you? 


their searches and other services, 
and harsh criticisms about the beta 
web software's accessibility. 

Technically, Gmail is an 
impressive, but not unbelievable 
proposition. Spymac (www.spymac. 
com) quickly followed up the offer 
with its own 1GB service — and 
without providing Google AdWords 
every time you open your mailbox. 
Of course, the benefit of a system 
like this is that you don't have to 
provide a whole gigabyte straight off 
the bat, but can gradually increase 
each person's available space as and 
when it's required — potentially with 
compression stepping in to bring 
everything back down to a more 
reasonable size. The catch to the 
service is definitely in the searching 
part of the equation and the fact that 
Google, as the world’s current most 
popular search engine, is very close 
to its IPO. Will people be quite as 
comfortable when shareholders are 
stepping into the breach with an eye 
on profits? 

Amazon.com provides an 
interesting counter-example in the 
form of its own new search engine, 
A9 (www.a9.com), itself based on 
Google technology. Critically, and 
unlike most search engines, this 
requires the user to log onto its 
toolbar system to receive the full 
range of services (searching itself 
can be done via a generic bar), 
implementing features such as 


diaries and server-side search 
results, so that you can keep tabs 
on your browsing wherever you go 
— and have a new reason to fear 
installing the system on your office 
PC. It’s not hard to imagine this being 
tied into more directly-commercial 
features, such as the way that 
Amazon's front page automatically 
recommends products that it thinks 
you'll like; customising searches 
according to the kind of sites you've 
shown you visit. 

By contrast, Google doesn't sell 
anything to end-users. Instead, its 
services now cover what you see on 
the web and how you find it, email 
that will be held for years and years, 
the online USENET archive and a 
model of your social networking 
from Orkut. Amongst many others. 
That creates a privacy nightmare, 
even allowing for the fact that all 
these services are optional. 

What Google needs to do now, 
before the service goes live, is give 
firm and clear details on how all of 
this information is going to be used 
and prove that it's prepared to stand 
by its promises. It's the company’s 
big chance to really stand behind its 
stated core value ‘Don't Be Evil’; 
facing down the increasingly-sneaky, 
increasingly-invasive tricks we see 
every day, and prove that everyone 
can genuinely come out a winner. 
After all, which other web companies 
could be said to be in the same boat? 


Operating Systems used to 
access Google this month 


Windows XP: 47% 

Windows 98: 22% 

Windows 2000: 18% 
BB Mac OS: 4% 


a Linux: 1% 
Other: 8% 








NV40 named 
and launched 


G raphics, graphics, graphics. Simultaneously the most tedious 
and repetitive subject in computing, and yet also the most 
interesting and exciting. Despite the fact that the pitched battle 
between Nvidia and ATi has resulted in 3D chips which can cope 
with the current crop of games without even warming their 
heatsinks, it’s still the single topic guaranteed to make most 
observers break out in a sweat. To the truly devout, 3D graphics 
are by far the most visible and tub-thumpingly apparent method 
of demonstrating the power of modern computing. 

So what of Nvidia's latest offering, the much-anticipated and 
greatly-hyped 6800Ultra chip — previously known as NV40? Full 
details have been released, and you'll find a million column inches 
penned by slavering web hacks invited to the Geneva launch of the 
chip testifying that the GeForce 6 series looks set to finally lay to 
rest the ghosts of the ultimately-disastrous 5800 launch of 18 
months ago. All the paper specs point to its supremacy over current 
competition, although at the time of writing details on ATi's next 
launch — as pencilled in for the end of April — were sketchy. 

The first GeForce 6800Ultras off the block — and some should 
be sliding into retail now — will feature a core clocked at 400Mhz, 
with 256Mb GDDR3 memory clocked at the maximum of 550Mhz 
(1100Mhz). Although the chip natively supports PCI Express, a 
bridge will slow the external bus down to AGP 8x until compatible 
motherboards arrive later in the year. 

The lower clock speeds mean that a single-slot heatsink is 
possible, should vendors wish it, although controversy still awaits 
Nvidia as the industry votes with its dollars whether or not to 
accept the two molex connectors-worth of power supply it requires. 

The biggest leap forward for the card, though, is that it can boast 
support for Pixel and Vertex Shader 3 technology, and that the 
number of pixel pipelines on the core has effectively quadrupled to 
16x1/32x0, with six vertex shader units. This means that despite 
the lower clockspeeds, it's already benchmarking up to 100 per cent 
faster than the previous generation of cards in some reports. The 
star of the show, mind, is once again Nvidia's superlative real 
demos, which show off the rendering power of their cards. 
Remember the pixies pairing Dawn and Dusk? The new NV mascot 
is a mermaid called Nalu — like a Barbie doll her USP is ‘real hair’, 
formed by thousands of single strand hardware anti-aliased lines. 

As part of the Shader 3 spec, the GeForce 6 boasts support for 
32-bit floating point calculations throughout, and is also the first 
card to feature 16-bit colour precision for high dynamic range 
modelling. More interesting, though, is the hardware support for 
MP4 encoding and decoding and HDTV, showing Nvidia's 
commitment to pushing the PC as a mainstream entertainment 
device, as well as a graphics powerhouse. 

Of course, we'll reserve full judgement until we get our hands 
on a retail sample card. In the meantime, we suggest that all eyes 
are turned towards arch-rival ATi to see what the Canadian 
company's response will be. 
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Things lo Come 
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Sun Microsystems and Microsoft appear to have buried 
the hatchet, and the results could be far reaching 


he hatchet in question relates a long drawn-out lawsuit between 

the two giants about the Java language, which at first sight would 
appear to be of little interest to home PC users and more the domain 
of big business, where Java is significant in the development of 
web-based business applications. But Java is also getting big as the 
platform for web-based client applications, particularly in the mobile 
phone/PDA marketplace. 

Both the clients and back-end business systems are markets 
Microsoft wants to own, so the coming together of these two old 
enemies, cemented by a $2billion deal, means one important thing — 
both recognise that sharing the markets will generate more business 
than trying to fight each other. Each has a technology — Sun still 
largely ‘owns’ Java (although its meant to be open), while Microsoft 
has .Net — which offers advantages when it comes to applications 
development. But neither is the complete answer to building the new 
web-based applications were all going to be using. So if they can be 
made to collaborate — interoperate — then far more comprehensive 
and functionally-rich applications will follow for all of us. In turn, many 
more of us would be likely to buy the damned things. 

This would especially be the case if the hardware side of the 
equation also took a leap forward. Lo and behold, here comes Intel. 
The ‘Big I’ is now really targeting everything wireless in a big way. One 
of its recent announcements on the subject is of special relevance 
here — its plans for driving the development of a common platform 
for Ultra WideBand wireless technology, or UWB for short. This is 
currently being developed by the Multi-band OFDM Alliance, a group 
of some 60 PC and consumer electronics companies. 

Together with a layer of technology-handling convergence, the 
UWB will form the core underpinning of future wireless technologies 
for the delivery of bandwidth-hungry content such as multimedia, 
delivered over short range at high speed and low power. This is going 
to be ideal for a wide range of locations, including the home, the 
office (entire small ones and departments in big ones) and local 
hotspotting. Low power means battery-powered pocketable and 
handheld hardware, which many users will want to exploit. 

And what they'll need is applications that work together well, 
regardless of the hardware/OS in the client system, while integrating 
easily with back-end business systems that handle the content 
delivery across the network, not to mention customer billing and 
management for the service providers. That requires just such a deal 
as that done between Sun and Microsoft. 


Do you agree with Martin? Write in and let us know 
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TECHNOLOGY 


Storage REV-olution 


omega has announced the release of its latest storage technology, named 
REV. The company hopes the launch will help to fill a rather large gap in its 
revenues, created by the decline of Zip disk sales. 

The new standard differs from standard hard drives in that it uses a 
removable cartridge, making it a sort of disk/tape hybrid. The cartridge 
contains the platter and the motor, but not the head. This remains in the 
drive, which means that if it gets damaged, your data will be kept intact. 

The disks themselves are smaller than a deck of playing cards, more 
durable than tape (according to lomega), and have a native maximum 
transfer rate of 22MB/sec. Each disk holds over 35 gigabytes of data. With an 
ultra-quiet fluid dynamic bearing motor, advanced two-stage error correction 
circuitry, and automatic internal head cleaning, it's hoped that the technology 
will offer the best of the tape and disk worlds. 

lomega hopes REV will prove popular with digital photographers, due to 
the possibilities for high-capacity portable storage. It should also be useful for 
companies who currently use tape as a back-up medium; REV will be bundled 
with a new suite of back-up and recovery software called Boot and Run. 

The REV drive units will be on sale within the next month for £297 with 


each individual 35GB cartridge costing an extra £44. An external FireWire 
version will be available by the end of the year. 


www.iomega.com 


Off with its head! 





A whole new slant on 
‘burning’ your discs 


ony has developed a brand-new 

form of DVD — made out of 
paper. Holding up to 25GB worth 
of data and based on Blu-ray 
technology, the new discs are 
capable of holding two hours worth 
of high-definition recording, or more 
books than any other piece of 
paper in the library. Moreover, when 
you're done with one, you can just 
snip it with a pair of scissors. 

Co-designer TOPPAN points out 
that additional benefits of this 
paper-based approach include the 
increased ease of printing labels 
onto the discs and a greatly reduced 
cost of materials. Of course, this is 
unlikely to bring any more of a price 
drop than any other technology 
(remember when CDs were due to 
squash prices?), but at least the 


possibility is there. More likely is 
that it will offer additional ways of 
selling the discs, from rentals to 
straight disposable or time-locked 
products that you can just drop into 
the bin when youre finished. That 
said, there's a bit more to it than 
just a ring of paper. Only 51 per cent 
of the disc is composed of this, 
mixed with plastic and coated with 
a protective layer. This process is 
said to result in a stronger, harder- 
to-warp disc a world away from the 
fragility that the concept suggests. 

Although the disc has now been 
demonstrated, it isn't due to hit the 
market for a long time — Sony is 
still developing the technology for 
commercial implementation. Let's 
just hope nobody puts the notes 
too close to an open flame... 





Attempting to stop the pending patents 


poies represent one of 

the greatest threats to the 
computing industry at the current 
time. Despite ostensibly existing 
to promote innovation, every 
month brings fresh news of 
lockdowns and lawsuits from 
companies sitting on such 
established technologies as 


to create open-source or free 
software that uses the now 
established technology. Step 

up in terms of importance to 
something like hyperlinking or 
database connectivity techniques, 
and it's not hard to see how the 
software market could find itself 
in a vice-like grip. 


The Public Patent foundation is 
one of the groups looking to bring 
an end to this, persuading the 
Patent Office to review Microsoft's 
claim on the technology, along 
with prior art from IBM. However, 
overturned or not, the basic 
problem is still with us. It's 
impossible for developers to know 
if they're breaking some obscure, 
carefully-filed patent until the bills 
and legal documents start 
appearing — potentially ruining 


hyperlinking. The big fear at 
present is that the larger 
companies, such as IBM and 
Microsoft, might break their habits 
of a lifetime and begin leveraging 
their own heaving patent 
collections against the competition. 
Microsoft has already dipped 
its toe into these waters with the 
FAT file system — regular FAT rather 
than FAT32. While the cost of this is 
not especially onerous in itself, its 
mere presence makes it impossible 





American-style software patent | 
laws taking root in the EU. You i 
can see the latest news and 

Online, many sites — including 


software world, such as The GIMP A 


warning against such patents. 
You can find a full list of these 


whole companies. Even Microsoft 
isn't immune - last year it faced 
a $521 billion case from one-man 
company Eolas over remote code 
in HTML pages. 

Over here in Europe, the 
big event of note took place in 
Brussels on 14 April. Campaigners 
gathered to protest against 


Alamy 


Does the industry risk 
breaking up over patents? 


y fan 


Fe 


` 


pictures at http://demo.ffii.org. 


many heavy hitters in the free 


I 
Ea 


— staged their own protests, 
replacing opening pages with a 


companies at http://demo-ffii. 
org/inserturl.php. 





News Digest 


A CeBit special this month, looking at all the big announcements 


FRAUNHOFER INSTITUTE www.hhi.fraunhofer.de 
Best known for being the owners of MP3, the Fraunhofer Institute took the 
opportunity to showcase its new 3D kiosk technology. This uses two 
images, one for each eye, rather than standard 3D glasses or old hologram 
light tricks, making the images float straight off the screen. The system 
has a viewing range of 60 degrees, a spatial resolution of 1600x1200 and 
hand gesture recognition for interaction. 


BT www.bt.com 
Looking to spread the joys of voice over IP (VoIP) to the continent, BT was 
out in force with its plans to enter Spain, Germany, the Netherlands and 
more in the near future. Different versions of the VoIP equipment is 
available to cater to individual companies’ levels of technical expertise. 


VIA WWW.via.com 
Enough with PCI and AGP — VIA is going all out for PCI Express in the 
coming year. Full practical support is coming soon in Intel's new chipsets, 
along with Windows Longhorn, and the system should be appearing in 
earnest around the world by the end of the year. Elsewhere, the company 
is ploughing ahead with its Nano-ITX motherboards, which should be 
putting in an appearance in a system called the Nanode. Not quite 
nanotechnology in action, this is still a suitably small PC - 
3.7°%5.9"x6.3" from WWW.mini-itx.com. 


NOKIA / SONY / PHILLIPS 

A new RFID based connection standard is on its way from this esteemed 
triumvirate. Near Field Communications is planned as a system that will 
enable devices to communicate and exchange information simply by 
being brought into close proximity with another item (for instance, copying 
a certificate between computer and PDA). The first products are, as ever, 
due by the year's end. 


NOKIA www.nokia.com 
Meanwhile, flying solo, Nokia was pushing the 7610 — its first megapixel 
camera phone. This features a built in MP3 player, zoom controls, a 65,000 
colour screen and can create small films up to ten minutes long. In other 
handheld news, the much-lambasted N-Gage is soon to see a follow-up, 
the N-Gage 2, with a radical redesign and hopefully the ability to speak 
into the unit without looking as though you're talking into a plastic taco. 


NEC WWww.nec.com 
Also pushing phone technology, NEC had the e616 to show off. This 
features full 3G audio and video streaming, built-in GPS systems and 
cameras on both sides. Additional software is provided courtesy of 

Java compatibility. 


SALZBURG RESEARCH www-salzburgresearch.at 
Not everyone was there to show off new products however. Salzburg 
Research turned up for its own test, called ‘Snarfing’ — seeing how 
vulnerable mobile phones and other handheld devices would be to 
passing ne’er-do-wells. The full results can be downloaded from the PDF 
at the above address, including information on possible exploits to look 
out for on your own phone. 


INTEL www.intel.com 
Pushing the concept of the Digital Home, Intel's big display was a digital 
car controlled by a wireless Tablet PC. Insert your own crashing joke here. 
In this instance, you would have the ability to literally work and play on 
the road, although please make sure to pick something other than Grand 
Theft Auto 3 when doing so. Other similar technologies are coming soon, 
under the watchful eye of the Digital Home Working Group. Its dedicated 


site can be found at www.dhwsg.org. 
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Desktop Diary 


Chris Bidmead 


chris.bidmead @futurenet.co.uk 


Chris Bidmead has been using 
and writing about computers 
for more years than he 

cares to remember 


Chris Bidmead trembles before the might of the 
dreaded US Digital Millennium Copyright Act 


ooner or later Apple will get around to making the ITunes Music 

Store (iTMS) available here in the UK. An American friend of mine 
who uses it says it's the simplest way of buying music. You don't have 
to buy entire albums, because the system is geared to track-by-track 
purchases, usually at 99 cents a pop, which makes it a lot cheaper 
than average CD prices. 

The downside — you knew Id be getting round to this — is that the 
tracks are copyright protected, limiting your playback opportunities. The 
basic compression format, AAC, is an open standard with no inherent 
restrictions, but on top of this Apple has imposed a proprietary Digital 
Rights Management (DRM) scheme called ‘FairPlay’. DRM, says FairPlay 
creator Veridisc’s website, is ‘vital to the development of the digital 
content market’ — a market alleged to have a potential worth of $275 
billion, if it weren't for all that pesky ‘piracy’. 

Incidentally, | see that this new usage of a word originally 
describing the most horrible mayhem and murder on the high seas 
now appears in Chambers 21st Century Dictionary. So, in an Orwellian 
way, Big Music has already won the argument about the limits of 
freedom in the digital domain. Any suggestion from me in this column 
that fair use should allow you to listen to your ITMS download 
however you choose would be tantamount to ‘thought-crime’. The 
same applies, | suppose, to my reminder to you that ‘fair use’ has no 
meaning in the UK, where its illegal even to make personal copies of 
music tracks you've already paid for in CD form. 

In that case | will certainly not dare risk drawing your attention to a 
small utility called PlayFair, developed by the Open Source community 
to unlock the shackles of Apple's FairPlay. Any evil temptation you 
might feel to download the utility from PlayFair's web location at 
http://playfair.sourceforge.net has happily been quenched by a 
swift Cease and Desist order from Apple, which at the time of writing 
has melted down the site to a 404 Not Found. Apples legal clampdown 
takes advantage of Americas notorious Digital Millennium Copyright 
Act (DMCA — (read about it at www.chillingeffects.org/anti 
circumvention/faq.cgi), the same Act that has forced the US author 
of PlayFair to remain anonymous. If youre not a US citizen, of course, 
you might muster the audacity to Google for mirrors. But if you 
develop a peg leg, an eye patch, a shoulder thats a permanent perch 
for a foul-mouthed parrot, and a proclivity to shout Avast, my hearties’ 
while brandishing your cutlass, dont say | didn’t warn you. 


Do you agree with Chris? Write in and let us know 


ilbox@f k Alternatively, join in our online 
FORUM i i 
a E discussions at 


http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Microsoft gets 
tough on securit 


A new XP service pack aims to plug the gaps, 
but users will be expected to do their bit too 


Security Center 


@ Resources 


* Get the latest security and virus 
information From Microsoft 


irewall 
* Check for the latest updates From © Fir 
Windows Update z 


* Get support for security-related 
issues 


* Get help about Security Center 


* Change the way Security Center 





actions you can take. 





Note: Windows does not detect all antivirus programs. 


Security essentials 
Help protect your computer by making sure that all of these settings are marked ON, 
How does Windows help protect my computer? 


P Virus Protection 


ty 
alerts me Windows did not find antivirus software on this computer. Antivirus software helps protect your 
computer against viruses and other security threats, Click Recommendations for suggested 
How does antivirus software help protect my computer? 





Y Security Center 
Help protect your PC 


© ON 


& Automatic Updates © ON 





Recommendations | 





Manage security settings for: 


~@ Windows Firewall yy Internet Options 43 System 


åt Microsoft, we care about your privacy, Please read our privacy statement. 


» Security Center 





The new Windows Security Center will be used as your main repository for 
defence against threats — and woe betide if your protection isn’t up to date. 


une 2004 sees the general release 

of Windows XP Service Pack 2 with 
Advanced Security Technologies. 
This release is in direct response 
to increasing security issues with 
Microsoft's most prevalent OS but, 
more importantly, attempts to 
address the issue of exactly where 
the responsibility for ensuring secure 
computing lies. As a consequence, 
Microsoft is taking a somewhat 
heavy-handed approach towards 
users who fail to comply with the 
company's ‘Protect your PC’ 
campaign. Aside from Microsoft 
responding to what it sees as 
wrongful accusations that it’s been 
a little complacent about security 
in the past, what does this all mean 
for the user? 


Changed priorities 

Around 80 per cent of the Longhorn 
development team has been 
allocated to a reworking of 

the beta release for SP2 in an effort 
to improve security in the areas 

of networking, browsing and 
attachments. Unfortunately, there 
are no plans with the final release of 
SP2 to improve outbound security, 
should your PC become infested with 


some form of malware. Most of the 
more bullish implementations seem 
to be confined to the Home edition 
of Windows XP and, although 
responsibly driven, are still likely to 
court controversy. 


Home v Professional 
During the configuration phase of the 
Home edition, a dialogue appears 
advising the user that Windows 
Firewall (previously named Internet 
Connection Firewall) is switched on 
by default. You can still switch this 
off, but you will be firmly advised 
of the risks of taking such a course. 
Windows Firewall has also moved 
up the priority list of Start-Up 
applications, so that your protection 
is in place before any potential 
threat can get a hold — this was one 
of the weaknesses that the Blaster 
worm took full advantage of on its 
rampage around the world. 

To ensure minimum disruption 
to applications requiring Internet 
access, an exceptions list can be 
created to allow for specific ports 
to be opened for the duration of 
the time the application is running. 
Remote administration programs 
will also be adversely affected by 


the Firewall, but again, there's 
recourse to configure specific 
access if required. Windows’ own 
Remote Desktop application has 
already been considered in this 
set-up, and so is not affected. 

For Professional edition users, 
Windows Firewall will default to 
off if you're within your corporate 
environment as dictated by 
your domain-named network 
connection. Outside of your domain 
— for example, if you're working in 
an Internet cafe — Firewall puts the 
guard back up. Administrators have 
full control over these settings 
if required, though. 

With ‘automatic updates’ 
switched on by default, Home 
edition users will be subject to 
constant pestering, particularly 
when security-related updates 
become available. The annoying 
speech bubbles which keep 
popping out of the systray can, 
of course be switched off, but 
whether this facility will be 
permanent remains to be seen. 
Microsoft is quite reasonably 
assuming that corporate 
installations of the Professional 
edition will be updated by group 
policy software. 

In line with Microsoft's three 
steps to ‘Protect your PC’, the third 
security implementation is to ‘use 
up-to-date antivirus software — so 
not, as previously thought, another 
application installed under the 
Microsoft banner. Home edition 
users will have their systems 
scanned for antivirus software 
and, if none is found, it will be 
suggested in no uncertain terms 
that they go and buy some 
immediately, courtesy of a web 
link to a site populated by the 
largest AV software vendors. If 
your AV software is simply not 
recognised, you can override this 
process. All three lines of defence 
will be managed through the 
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newly-introduced Windows 
Security Center console. 


Beyond Security Center 

The previously-reported Internet 
Explorer updates will also be 
installed through this Service Pack 
release, including enhancements 
promising early warnings of 
potential security threats. The 
configurable pop-up blocker will 
allow for exceptions, although 
Microsoft is hopeful that 
communicating best practice to the 
software developers most likely to 
be affected, such as e-commerce 
vendors, will reduce the likely 
adverse impact of this feature. 
Downloading potentially harmful 
files will invoke security warnings, 
and the browser Add-on Manager 
will help reduce possible conflicts 
when using stock tickers and 
similar features. 


Security for Outlook 
Users of Outlook Express will 
now receive Attachment Blocking 
Download Services, a simplified 
version of the attachment security 
settings found in Outlook 2002 or 
later. Curiously, though, in the 
release candidate that PC Plus 
looked at, the option to cancel 
preventative action and recklessly 
download is set as the default. 
You can even overrule any warning 
messages with a ‘select this 
always’ option, which will be a 
godsend to some users, but is 
scarily open to misuse by others. 
Of course, it's not all about 
security; the Service Pack 2 release 
includes Windows Media Series 9, 
Movie Maker 2 and the new Tablet 
PC 2004 OS, previously codenamed 
Lonestar. One final note: this XP 
update is not designed for use with 
any 64-bt editions or, curiously, the 
Media Center edition — why the 
superset of the Professional edition 
is excluded we have no idea. 
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With SP2 the Windows Firewall is now turned on by default for you to configure. 





Legal matters 


Roger Gann 
roger.gann @futurenet.co.uk | 


After first qualifying as a 
solicitor, Roger got suckered 
into the dark world of 
computer journalism, and | 

is now combining both of | 
these skills for your delight 





Google's message-scanning feature gets Roger Gann 
thinking about the whole issue of email privacy 


s reported in this months lead news story, Google has been raising 

backs and eyebrows alike with the automated message-scanning 
feature built into its new Gmail service. Over here in the UK, lobby 
group Privacy International has filed a complaint with the Information 
Commissioner, while 28 privacy and civil liberties groups in the US 
have sent Google an open letter, urging it to reconsider its plans. They 
believe — with some justification — that email, like a letter, should be 
seen as a private communication between chosen individuals. They 
argue that Googles assertion that a computer, not a human, will do 
the scanning doesn't cut much ice — a ‘bot’, with its greater storage, 
memory and associative ability than a humans, will be just as invasive 
as any human snooping, if not more so. 

It would be very simple for Google to link the data from your 
searches and your email, something Googles Larry Page has refused 
to rule out. Factor in that what we read on Google News is already 
tracked by the Google cookie, and if it keeps this up then Google — 

a privately-held and soon-to-be-floated company — will soon know 
more about our thoughts and habits than any government. 

Unfortunately, email privacy is a moot point: an email is as private 
as a postcard. Pretty much anything transmitted across the Internet 
can be intercepted en-route. I've yet to see an ISP's T&Cs that make 
any kind of commitment to protecting the privacy of your email. Many 
ISPs are now offering antivirus and antispam services for email users, 
and these are proving popular. Yet these services, by necessity, need 
to scan our messages in order to do their jobs — something were 
quite prepared to accept. Some services, such as Hotmail, even insert 
ads at the end of your emails. 

There is no general right of email privacy under UK law, either. 
The incorporation of Article 8 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights into UK law under the Human Rights Act 1998 did create a 
general right to respect for privacy where none previously existed. 
However, these rights are significantly reduced by the controversial 
Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act 2000, which enables the 
Government to intercept a wide range of methods of personal 
communication, including emails. It also permits, for example, 
employers to monitor their employees’ email, provided they notify 
them. And lets not forget Echelon, the top-secret automated facility for 
intercepting global electronic communications which is run by the US, 
UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand — it sifts as much as 90 per 
cent of Internet traffic, and makes GMail seem like small potatoes. 


Got a question for Roger? Write in and let us know 


mailbox@f k \lterr atively, join in our online 
FORUM z } 
l uturenet.co.u ; i è 


http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Eastern Eye 


J. Mark Lytle 


Mark lives in Tokyo to be 
closer to the love of his life - 
sushi. To pay the seafood 
bills, he covers technology 
and related issues for clients 
from the Guardian to Wired 


J. Mark Lytle takes a look at the latest gadgetry 
that's causing excitement on the streets of Tokyo 


Sony LIBRIe eBook, JPY40,000 

(around £210) 

| Not that long ago it seemed that 

| HG the eBook concept was dead in the 
E water, thanks mostly to a rash of 

horrible products and the rise of the 

PDA. Now the combined might of 

Sony, Philips and Japanese printing giant Toppan may be about to 

breathe life into the old notion of a simple, pocketable screen. 

The LIBRIe is a greyscale device with a high-res 1/0 pixels-per- 
inch display and a 10MB onboard memory. It runs on standard AAA 
batteries, which are being touted as having enough juice to flip 
10,000 pages. The word ‘flip’ is important — the power is drained 
only when turning pages, otherwise the charged particles, known as 
e-ink, maintain their on-screen position without recourse to the 
batteries. If Sony opens the LIBRle up to non-proprietary formats, 
who knows where this one could go? 
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NEC MobilePro 900c PDA, 
JPY70,000 (around £368) 

NEC's MobilePro series of PDAs has 
long been a favourite of journalists 
eager to minimise the load to be 
lugged on road trips while retaining 
a serviceable keyboard. Personally, | 
still have tremendous faith in my 1998 model, and would choose it 
over a laptop any day. So the announcement by the Japanese firms 
US arm of a new version based on Windows CE .NET has brought on 
that good-old upgrade urge. 

The 900c features the same great keyboard, eight hours of 
battery life, an 8.lin colour screen, PC and CF card slots and USB 2.0 
ports, as well as the requisite RAM and all the modern connectivity 
options. Expect to see it in the UK sometime this summer. 





Panasonic DVD-LX8 portable 
DVD player, JPY100,000 
(around £526) 

When the company that launched 
the first portable DVD player six 
years ago decides that the future of 
these luxury devices lies in giving 
them swivelling folding screens like a tablet PC, it might just be time 
to pay attention. In addition to this, Panasonics LX8 has a decent 
9in TFT with built-in speakers and can handle the increasingly 
popular DVD-RAM format, as well as MP3- and WMA-loaded discs. 





Seen an amazing piece of new technology? Tell us about it 


mailbox@f k Alternatively, join in our online 
FORUM a A 
ilbox@futurenet.co.u 
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fad PCPlus 217 | June 2004 








PREVIEW a 





The M1400 is the latest offering from 
trend-bucking Motion Computing. 


he commonly-held belief within 

computing is that tablet PCs have 
flopped badly. Some of the industry's 
bigwigs have dropped out of the 
market altogether, while others are 
concentrating on convertible 
notebooks that take the emphasis 
away from the pen-sensitive screen. 
Amid all the doom and gloom, 
though, one company is laughing. 
Motion Computing, a tablet specialist 
started up by former senior managers 
at Dell and Apple, not only claims 
that its profits over the past year 
have far exceeded expectations, it’s 
even releasing a brand new ‘third- 
generation’ product. That's what's 
brought the M1400 to our desks. 

At first glance, this model looks 
identical not only to its predecessor, 
the M1300, but to most of the slate 
designs we've seen. The 12.1in 
screen is surrounded by a thin silver 
bezel, with scroll and screen flip 
buttons on the right. Underneath 
the familiar clothing, though, lie a 
number of interesting technological 
enhancements. For starters, the 


Motion Computing M1400 


The device that could change your view of tablet PCs 





processor is the completely new 
1.1GHz ultra-low voltage Pentium-M. 
Intel only announced this chip a 
couple of weeks ago, so kudos to 
Motion for incorporating it so quickly. 
The indications are that this is the 
least demanding Intel processor yet 
in terms of power usage, so battery 
lives should be something to behold. 

Equally exciting is the M1400's 
screen. Motion claims that its new 
wide-view technology brings ‘almost 
unlimited’ viewing angles, enabling 
multiple users to view the display 
just as they would a sheet of paper. 
This should prove invaluable in the 
mobile environments within which 
tablets are used, where flat surfaces 
are at a premium. 

The M1400's other main features 
include ‘speak anywhere’ voice 
recognition, integrated 802.11b 
Wi-Fi and a built-in fingerprint 
reader. Resellers are just now 
beginning to stock the product. 
Naturally, we'll be undertaking a 
full review in PC Plus soon. 
Wwww.motioncomputing.com 





The M1400’s wide-view technology claims to offer ‘almost unlimited’ viewing angles. 





TECHNOLOGY 


Remembering the days 
when RAM was cheap 





RAM prices are increasing by up to 70 
per cent, but should start to level off 
by the end of the year. 


AM prices are once again on the 

increase — if thankfully, nowhere 
near the level many of us remember. 
Despite analysts’ predictions that 
cost would be falling, and an ever- 
increasing demand for the chips, 
prices are increasing by up to 70 per 
cent across the market. Ironically, 
while much of the reason is the new 
fabrication technologies failing to 
live up to their initial promise, it can 
also be put down to another form of 
memory — Flash, as seen in MP3 
players, digital cameras, mobile 


phones and other multimedia 
technology. Many companies are 
looking to tap this goldmine, moving 
away from DRAM in favour of Flash 
— with Toshiba being the latest big 
company to pin its colours to the 
mast, and Samsung cutting back 
on production of DRAM by up to 

20 per cent. On the positive side, 
at least it's not another earthquake 
pushing prices up. 

While the prices are likely to 
increase in the short term, they look 
set to level off by the end of the 
year. In the interim, the prices for 
individual RAM purchases may float 
higher than we might like, but much 
of the cost is likely to be swallowed 
by system builders, who can hardly 
start clipping the odd 16MB worth 
of RAM from their systems at a 
time when even home machines 
can come with a gigabyte supplied 
as standard. 


FIRST LOOKS 





Nikon D70 

www.nikon.co.uk 

The D70 bucks the eight-megapixel trend, 
stopping short at 6MP However, Nikon 
claims that its high-quality sensor will 
more than make up for this deficit, 
producing sharp images with little or 

no noise. An RRP of £800 only adds 

to the appeal. 





Canon CP-330 

www.canon.co.uk 

The latest thoroughbred from Canon is 

a fully-mobile, battery-powered printer. 
Incredibly, this tiny device is said to 
produce borderless photos in just 85 
seconds. It’s also PictBridge compatible and 
features infra-red compatibility, so you can 
print directly from several camera-phones. 








Asus W1 

www.asus.com.tw 

You rarely see a notebook that looks nicer 
than this. The W1 has already won 
numerous awards for its innovative design, 
and now Asus is bringing it to this country. 
Does the performance match up to the 
style? Find out next month... 





Freecom FHD-XS 

www.freecom.com 

External hard drives just keep getting 
smaller and smaller. This 4,200rpm model is 
little bigger than a credit card (although it 
won't quite slip into your wallet), and yet it’s 
available with capacities up to 40GB. Vitally, 
its also bus-powered, giving Freecom the 
right to call it truly portable. 






































Part One 


Drawing and filling 
geometrical shapes 


on a form 


a HR DU MINS 


Æf INTERMEDIATE 
A good grounding 

in C# and .NET is 

all thats needed 


Visual Studio .NET, 
C#Builder or another C# 
development tool, the 
MS C# compiler, the NET 
1.1 framework 


N All the files you 
} need to complete 


this Masterclass are 
on this months 
SuperDisc. Look in 
the Programmers’ 
World section 


PCPlus 217 | June 2004 





y tradition, graphics programming has tended 
to be regarded as something of a black art, 
to be performed only by skilled initiates. In 
other words, it's something all sensible programmers 
avoid like the plague. With the advent of .NET and the 
new GDI+ graphics programming system, all that has 
changed. Graphics programming is now just as 
accessible as any other type of programming. This 
month we'll prepare the way for some interesting 
graphic adventures in the months ahead. 


EY Start drawing Lets start right away by drawing a 
rectangle filled with a colour. Load the Test.sIn solution and 
find buttonl_Click(). Here you'll see that we've created a 
Graphics object, g, and it's called FillRectangle() method: 


Graphics g = this.CreateGraphics(); 
g.FillRectangle (new 
SolidBrush(Color.Yellow), 


0,0,this.Width, this.Height) ; 


The end result is that the form (this) is filled with the 
specified colour, yellow, from its top-left corner, specified by 
the X and Y co-ordinates, 0,0, to its bottom-right corner, given 
by the co-ordinates this.Width and this.Height. This is all 
pretty straightforward. But what exactly are these Graphics 
and SolidBrush objects? 

Put simply, a Graphics object is the NET representation of 
a GDI+ drawing surface. Here, GDI stands for Graphics Device 
Interface, and the + sign has been added to show that it's 
better than previous versions. By manipulating graphics using 
the features of GDI+, the programmer can control the display 
of graphics on a screen or printer, without needing to know 
the precise hardware details of the target display. The GDI+ 











In our Test solution we use SolidBrush objects to flood the 
form with colour and draw two rectangles in red and blue 
indented from the frame of the form. 





provides built-in routines for drawing shapes such as 
rectangles and ellipses, and filling them with colours, tones 
and textures. In NET you can draw vector graphics, made 
up of unfilled lines and shapes, using a Pen object. lo draw 
shapes filled with colours, tones and textures, you can use 
a Brush object. If you've previously programmed graphics in 
Win32, refer to ‘Passing Shot’ for information on differences 
between the two programming models. 

In order to manipulate graphics, you need to obtain the 
existing graphics object of a control, rather than create a new 
object. There are several ways of obtaining a graphics object. 
In our code we've called the CreateGraphics() method of the 
form (this). When you no longer require the object, you 
should call the Dispose() method to free-up the resources 
used by the object. 


EB Brushes and pens Now lets consider the SolidBrush 
object. A Brush is a class used for filling graphics shapes. 
You can't use a Brush object directly, but you can use its 
descendent classes — HatchBrush, LinearGradientBrush, 
PathGradientBrush, TextureBrush and SolidBrush. The 
SolidBrush class is the simplest of these classes. It fills a 
shape with a single flat colour. This colour can be specified 
using the Color structure defined in the System.Drawing 
namespace. It has numerous properties, defining simple 
colours such as Green, Blue and Red, as well as other more 
poetically-named system colours, such as Aquamarine, 
Blanched Almond and MistyRose. 

Drawing an unfilled rectangle with a coloured 
outline requires slightly more coding. As you can see in 
button2_Click(), we've called the DrawRectangle() method 
to do this, and passed to it a Pen object whose colour has 
been initialised from a SolidBrush() object. This may be 
useful if you happen to be using a SolidBrush object at the 
time. If not, the code can be simplified, as in button3_Click() 
by initialising the Pen with a Color value. 

Note how we've drawn concentric rectangles indented 
from the edge of the form itself. When flooding the form with 
colour, we simply fill from the top-left co-ordinate (0,0) to the 
bottom-right (this.Width, this.Height). In fact, the Width and 
Height of the form extend some way beyond its available 
drawing surface, due to the extra thickness given by the 
forms frame. When you want to draw a rectangle precisely 
aligned with the forms surface, you need to obtain its ‘client’ 
co-ordinates. These are given by its ClientSize property, 
which is a structure with two integers specifying the Width 
and Height of the internal part of the form. You can see how 
weve used these to align the rectangles drawn when 
button2 and buttons are clicked. 


E Steep gradients Lets take a look at a slightly improved 
version of a rectangle colouring application. Load up the 
SimpleGraphics.sIn solution. You'll see that we've moved the 
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Here we've drawn a rectangle on the graphic surface of our 
form. The rectangle’s co-ordinates, and its solid fill of colour, 
are all defined in our code. 


Graphics creation and filling code into its own method, 
FillRect(). To this we pass a SolidBrush and co-ordinates as 
in button1_Click(). In button2_Click(), instead of using a solid 
fill we create a gradient fill using a LinearGradientBrush, 
found in the System.Drawing. Drawing2D namespace. A 
linear gradient displays a smooth blend from one colour to 
another, and can be customised in a number of ways, using 
its constructors and methods. Here we create the gradient 
using a simple version of its constructor, which takes four 
arguments. The first two are Point structures which define 
the start and end point of the gradient. The last two are the 


Here we've filled the rectangle with a gradient that blends 
between red and green. The co-ordinates of the gradient 
match those of the rectangle, so the fill is complete. 


Starts at the same point as the rectangle itself, and continues 
for the same number of pixels (200 in each direction). This 
produces a single complete gradation from red to green, 
which fills the entire rectangle from top-left to bottom-right. 
We can create a variety of gradient effects by adjusting 
the values of the arguments sent to the constructor. For 
example, to display two complete gradients which bisect the 
rectangle diagonally, change the second point parameter to 
Point(110,110). To create gradient patterns of fine lines, change 
this same parameter to Point(20,20). To reverse the direction 
of the lines, change this parameter to Point(0,20). To create 


Starting and ending colours. 


horizontal stripes, change the two Point parameters thus: 


The co-ordinates passed to FillRect() define a rectangle 


whose top-left corner is at the co-ordinates 10,10, and whose 
bottom-right corner is 200 pixels to the right and 200 pixels 
down. We want the linear gradient to fill this area, so we've 
filled it from Point(10,10) to Point(210,210) — that is, the gradient 
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TITLE C# Cookbook 

AUTHOR Stephen Teilhet and Jay Hilyard 
PUBLISHER O'Reilly 

PRICE £36 (£31 ex VAT) 

ISBN 0-596-00339-0 

SUPPLIER Computer Manuals www.oreilly.co.uk 


C* Cookbooks are curiously fashionable 
at the moment. This month | received 
two new books with confusingly similar 
titles. The first of these, O'Reilly's ‘C# 
Cookbook’, is a fat paperback of more 
than 800 pages. It's categorised into 
well-defined chapters on topics such 

as Numbers, Strings and Characters, 
Regular Expressions and Networking. 
Each chapter is further divided into a 
series of specific problems such as 


‘Finding The Location of All Occurrences 
of a String Within Another String’. Each 
problem is analysed in three sections: 
Problem Solution and Discussion. Each 
problem is stated briefly. Then the 
solution is provided with a code listing 
ready for you to enter and compile. The 
discussion section steps through the 
code and explains crucial details. 

While the similarities between this 
book and the ‘C* Programmer's 
Cookbook’ from Microsoft Press 
(reviewed PC Plus 213) are obvious, 
there are also significant differences. I 
feel that the Microsoft title tends to take 
on the big issues of .NET development 
such as ‘Application Development’, 


System.Drawing.Drawing2D.LinearGradientBrush 
(new Point(0,0), new Point(0, 
30) ,Color.Red,Color.Green) ,10,10,200,200) ; 


“Working With Data’ and ‘Windows 
Forms’. The O’Reilly book tends to focus 
in on precisely defined programming 
topics such as ‘Classes and Structures’, 
‘Enumerations’ and ‘Exception 
Handling’. Both books are a cut above 
the average C* title. If you need to 
decide which of the two is right for you, 
we would suggest the Microsoft Press 
book if you principally need help with 
the specifics of the .NET platform but 
the O'Reilly title if you're interested 

in solving problems related to the C*# 


language. But this isn't your only choice. 


See what | think of a third book of 
recipes, the Visual C* .NET Developer's 
Cookbook on the following page. E 








If you've programmed graphics 
in Win32 (say using C++, Visual 
Basic 6 or Delphi), you may 
already be familiar with many 
of the features of the GDI. If 
so, you're probably used to the 
idea of obtaining a handle to a 
device context, such as screen 
or window, before drawing 
upon it. The new GDI+ which 
we've been using this month 
doesn't require this. Instead, 
you can obtain a Graphics 
object, for example by using 
the CreateGraphics() method, 
and then use that object's 
methods, such as 
DrawRectangle(), to draw upon 
it. Each window on screen has 
its own Graphics object, which 
can be used independently of 
all others. While it's possible 
to call old Win32 API functions 
from C#, you would have to 
enter the perilous world of 
unmanaged code to do so. 
Unmanaged code is any code 
whose memory allocation and 
deallocation is unhandled by 
NET. Such programming is 
essentially unsafe, and should 
be avoided whenever possible. 
As the .NET framework 
provides safer alternatives to 
the API functions, you would 
be well advised to use them! 
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O'Reilly's C* Cookbook is a 
good choice if you're interested 
in solving C#-related problems. 
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There are so many other things 
you can do with graphics in 
-NET that it's difficult to know 
where to start. Having drawn 
rectangles and ovals in this 
month's projects, you might 
want to take a look at similar 
routines to draw other shapes, 
such as DrawArc(), 
DrawBezier(), DrawCurve(), 
DrawClosedCurve(), DrawLine() 
and DrawPolygon(). You might 
also want to try out different 
types of Brush to create fancy 
fills. The HatchBrush class, 

for example, can be used to 

fill shapes with repeating 
patterns, while the 
TextureBrush can fill shapes 
with bitmap images. 


There's more to graphics than 
just drawing lines. In next 
month's projects we'll learn 
how to brush our image and 
improve our text appeal. 





Here we've drawn a red 
ellipse on the form and a blue 
rectangle on the button. Other 
rectangles have been drawn 
with the mouse. 
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You should always be careful that the gradient co-ordinates 
are valid. If, for instance, the starting point is the same as the 
ending point, you'll cause an ‘out of memory’ exception. This 
is why we've added a try.catch exception block to our code. 

We've added four combo boxes to the form to let you 
change the gradient at runtime. The numbers in the first two 
combo boxes define the X,Y co-ordinates of the top-left of 
the gradient, and the numbers in the remaining combo 
boxes define the bottom-right co-ordinates. Click button4 to 
display the resulting gradient. If you want to change the 
colours on the fly, you can do that by clicking button3. Pick 
the first colour in the dialog, click OK, then pick the second 
colour. Click button4 to show the result. 


©) Trapping mice This is all very well if you want to draw 
shapes in code. But how would you let a user draw shapes 
interactively, using the mouse? Obviously, you would have 
to do some coding to respond to mouse events. We've done 
this in the Drawing:sin solution. If you scroll to the top of this 
unit, you'll see that we've declared a Graphics object, g, and 
four integers to define the start and end points of a rectangle. 
You could, if you prefer, declare two Point structures instead 
of four integers. 

When the left mouse button is pressed, the Forml_ 
MouseDown() method executes. This gets the current mouse 
location from the MouseEventArgs, e, assigns them to our 
integer variables, xl and x2 to save the start co-ordinates 
for our rectangle, and creates a Graphics object, g. Similarly, 
the Forml_MouseUp() method finds the end co-ordinates of 
the rectangle, draws the rectangle and disposes of g. The 
main deficiency of this technique is that no feedback is given 
to the user during the drawing process. It would be nice if 
you could see the rectangle stretching out as you draw tt. 

There is a simple way of adding this feature. In response 
to each mouse-move event we draw a rectangle in the 
foreground colour. We also need to hide the previously- 
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A slightly more generic offering, but 
it’s bursting with tips and tricks. 








Here we've used the combo boxes to adjust the co-ordinates 
of the gradient. Having also selected two new colours, we 
now have a completely new gradient effect. 


drawn rectangle, otherwise, welll end up drawing multiple 
rectangles. To hide the previous rectangle we just draw a 
new rectangle over it in the background colour. You can see 
the code in Forml_MouseMove(). To try it out, uncomment 
the two calls to DrawRectangle(). Note that we obliterate the 
previous rectangle using the old end co-ordinates, x2 and y2, 
from which we subtract the values of the start co-ordinates, 
xl and yl. We draw the new rectangle using the current 
mouse co-ordinates, e.X and e.Y and we then assign these 
new co-ordinates to x2 and y2, so that these new values can 
be used when the MouseMove() method next executes. 
We've now covered the basic techniques you'll need 
for drawing outline or filled graphics in a NET application. 
In the coming months, we'll find out how to fine-tune our 
use of graphics to create a variety of good-looking and 
useful applications. PCP 


Before you can draw something, you need to pick your favourite pen 


In this month's project we've generally 
obtained a Graphics surface by calling 
the CreateGraphics() method of the 
window. We've used the Form window, 
but we could equally have used any 
other window (in this sense, each 
control can be regarded as a window). 
In the Drawing.sIn solution, for 
instance, we've obtained a Graphics 
object for button1, and drawn a blue 
rectangle upon it when the button 

is clicked. 

You might have noticed a slight 
difference in the way we use the Pen 
object in this project. In previous 
projects we created an object from the 
Pen class, and initialised it with a 


like this: 


colour. In the MouseUp() method of 
this project, however, we simply use 
a colour property of the Pens class, 


Pens .RoyalBlue 


The Pens class provides a simple way of 
obtaining a Pen of a specific colour. The 
returned Pen has a width of one pixel. 
For greater control over the appearance 
of the lines drawn, you should create 

a Pen as we did previously. You can 
optionally set the width of the line in 
the Pen’s constructor. This is how we 
create a red Pen with a line width of five 
pixels in Form1_Paint(): 


new Pen(Color.Red, 5) 


Incidentally, the Form1_Paint() method 
executes whenever the graphic surface 
of the form is refreshed. This happens 
when the form is first displayed, which 
explains why the ellipse appears. It’s 
not repainted when we draw upon it, 
but it is repainted when the form is 
redisplayed after being obscured by 
another window. Our code keeps a 
count of Form Paint events in the 
caption bar. This count is incremented 
each time Form1_Paint() executes. Try 
dragging another application over part 
of the form to see the count go up. E 
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A .NET compatible C++ 
development system. 
(E.g. Microsoft VS.NET) 


, All the files you need 

| to complete this 
Masterclass are on 
this months SuperDisc, 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 





In classic Win32 programming, 
there’s a direct correspondence 
between a process and a 
running application. With .NET, 
a single process can potentially 
host multiple applications. 
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Part Five 


Of AppDomains 
and Apps... 





To conclude this series, Dave Jewell makes sense of AppDomains 
and resource handling from a .NET programming perspective 


e round off this series by taking a look at 

AppDomains, Applications and how to use 

resources in .NET. Traditionally, the Win32 
programming model provides a considerable degree of 
‘insulation’ between separately-running processes on 
the same machine. With .NET AppDomains, it's possible 
to run multiple distinct applications within the same 
process, and yet still protect them from one another. 
Resource handling is also quite different for .NET 
developers, and we'll be covering that too. 


Before Windows NT came along, it was fairly easy for one 
running program to trample on another. NT tightened things 
up by putting a brick wall around each running process. As 
time went on, it became clear that the wall was not as high, 
nor as impenetrable, as had been thought. Nevertheless, NT 
is still a more secure OS than the Win9x/Me platform. 

In regular Wins2 programming terms, a process is exactly 
equivalent to an executing program. If you've got Word and 
PhotoShop running alongside three copies of Notepad, then 
you've got five distinct processes, each insulated from the 
others. With .NET, the situation is a little more complex. This 
is because .NET introduces the concept of an AppDomain, an 
isolated environment in which managed code can execute. 
Within an AppDomain, an application is protected from 
applications in other AppDomains through defined security 
boundaries. Under .NET, a single process can host multiple 
AppDomains, each of which contains exactly one running 
application. Within each application, you can of course have 
potentially more than one thread executing. Thus, you can 
think of an AppDomain as ‘lighter’ than a process, but 
‘heavier’ (to stretch the terminology!) than a thread. 

What's the reason for this new architecture? Part of the 
rationale behind the design is that by isolating applications 
into separate AppDomains, it becomes easy to shut down or 
Start applications without affecting others — and this is done 
without the overhead of creating and 
destroying processes. Suppose youTe 
creating some kind of web server that 
runs server-side scripts. One common 
approach here is to use reflection to 
convert a script into an executable 
assembly, which can be loaded and 
executed by the server core. 

Naturally, you would expect to be 
able to unload and delete one of these 
transient assemblies once you've 
finished running the script. Oops — 
suddenly we find ourselves staring 
into the abyss. Why? It turns out that 
unloading assemblies under .NET is 
highly problematic. If you browse the 
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System::Assembly class you'll see it 


doesn't have an Unload method! This is the sort of scenario 
where AppDomains are useful: by placing each script into a 
separate AppDomain, you can unload the AppDomain after 
use, causing the scripting assembly to be unloaded. 


B Examining the current domain In NET, an 
AppDomain is encapsulated by the class of the same name. 
This is a sealed class, which means you cant derive some 
new class that inherits from AppDomain; being able to do 

so could compromise the security model. Getting a reference 
to the current AppDomain is easy, and can be done at any 
time through the use of a static property of the class called 
CurrentDomain. In C++, you would do something like: 


AppDomain * dom = AppDomain: :CurrentDomain; 


Once we've got a reference to the current AppDomain, we 
can access Its various properties and methods. For example, 
the BaseDirectory property returns a string corresponding to 
the base directory used by the assembly resolver (part of 
the runtime) to probe for assemblies. In simple terms, for 
CurrentDomain, this will correspond to the directory where 
the .NET CLR first searches for assemblies referenced by 
your application — the place where your applications EXE 
file is located. Similarly, the FriendlyName property returns 
the ‘friendly name’ of the assembly that's loaded. For 
CurrentDomain, this returns the executable name of the 
current application with pathname information stripped 
away. For example, Wombat.exe, or whatever. 


B Creating a new AppDomain As mentioned 
elsewhere, some hypothetical web server application might 
have a requirement to create multiple AppDomains on the fly, 
So as to be able to easily unload transient assemblies after 
use. How does one go about creating an AppDomain? 

This is something the average NET developer need not 
worry about because, ordinarily, the AppDomain set-up 
happens transparently behind the scenes. Whenever you run 
a NET application from the Windows shell, a small code 
‘stub’ is executed, which fires up the NET execution engine, 
creates an appropriate AppDomain and starts your program 
running. Similar things happen for .NET controls on a web 
page. But in order for us to create an AppDomain, a little 
more work is required. The AppDomain class provides a 
number of overloaded constructors, which can be used to 
create a new domain. One of the simplest ways is like this: 


AppDomain * newDomain = 


AppDomain::CreateDomain (“PCPlus”); 


This creates a new domain, giving it the name ‘PCPlus’. This 
is the string that will be returned when calling the domains 
FriendlyName property. In this simple case, the domain takes 
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C++ 


Evidence * adevidence = 

AppDomain: :CurrentDomain->Evidence; 
// Create the new application domain 
using setup information. 

AppDomain * domain = 
AppDomain::CreateDomain (“PCPlus”, 
adevidence, domaininfo) ; 


// Write Out the application domain 


Geto the friendy neme of ther eoclication 
ou en 
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The System::AppDomain class provides a neat encapsulation of 
the concept of an AppDomain. Using methods of this class, you 
can retrieve information on AppDomains and so on. 


on some of the attributes of the current domain. However, 
there are other constructors that take more parameters and 
offer more precise control over the domains creation. One 
example requires an argument of type AppDomainSetup. As 
the name suggests, the AppDomainSetup class is used to set 
up security attributes and other information relating to the 
domain being created. The following example is adapted 
from Microsofts .NET programming documentation: 





information. 

lbCurDomainName->Text = String: :Concat 
(“Host domain: “, AppDomain: :CurrentDomain 
>FriendlyName) ; 

lbChildDomainName->Text = String: :Concat 
(“New child domain: “, domain 
>FriendlyName) ; 

lbAppBase->Text = String: :Concat 
(“Application base is: “, domain 
>SetupInformation->ApplicationBase) ; 


AppDomain::Unload (domain) ; 


} 


This code begins by creating a new instance of the 
AppDomainSetup class. Next, the ApplicationBase property of 
the new class is initialised to point to the current directory. (In 


private: System: :Void 


Forml Load(System::Object * sender, 


System::EventArgs * e) 


i 


//Create the application domain setup 


information. 


AppDomainSetup * domaininfo = 


AppDomainSetup () ; 
domaininfo->ApplicationBase 


System: : Environment: :CurrentDirectory; 


//Create evidence for new appdomain. 


new 


our hypothetical web server, you would typically point it at 
the directory in which the scripting assembly is located). 


Another important aspect of AppDomains is security. In 


the .NET framework, the Evidence class is used to provide 
security-related information thats used for making policy 


decisions. In fact, the Evidence class is based on Collection; 


it Stores a collection of objects that constitute security 


evidence. We won't get into this here; suffice to say security 


is an important aspect of working with AppbDomains because 
it affects the ability of applications to interact with one 


Application domain boundaries 


another within the same domain. In this case, we simply 
create a default Evidence class. Next, the domain Itself 


Understand how .NET insulates one application from another within the same domain 


When you examine this month’s demo 
program on the SuperDisc, you'll notice 
a number of strange aspects to the way 
in which the HelloWorld class is defined 
and instantiated inside another 
application domain. 

To begin with, HelloWorld is 
descended from MarshalByRefObject, a 
special-purpose class which we've not 
encountered before. If you look up the 
documentation on this class, you'll 
see that it's specifically designed to 
facilitate communication across 
application domain boundaries. If 
HelloWorld didn't descend from this 
class, the program would throw an 
exception — try it and see! 


In effect, when we create an instance 
of HelloWorld in the secondary domain, 
what we get back is an intermediary, 

a wrapper that references the newly- 
created object. To access methods of 
the object we need to dereference it 
using the Unwrap method, casting the 
result to HelloWorld. 

This might sound like a rather bizarre 
design, but there are good reasons 
for doing things this way. One of the 
key things about the wrapper class 
(ObjectHandle) is that it provides an 
Opaque envelope around an object. 

In the words of the documentation, 
an ObjectHandle is a remoted 
MarshalByRefObject. For example, 


suppose we create an object in domain 
A, and then pass it via domain B to 
domain C where it’s actually used. 
Clearly, there's no need for domain B to 
know anything about the type of the 
object that’s being passed along. If the 
type of the object was known, then 
domain B would automatically load 

all the metadata associated with that 
type. This would mean that (for the 
sake of argument) when domain A gets 
unloaded, any assemblies which support 
the object might be deleted from 
domain A, but they would remain 
needlessly loaded in domain B. So you 
can see the importance of wrapping 
certain types in an opaque envelope. m 











Astute readers will have 
realised that the application 
domain mechanism provides 

a possible way to implement 
deterministic memory 
reclamation in the .NET 
environment. Ordinarily, 
garbage collection is an all or 
nothing process, which, once 
triggered, will attempt to track 
down and delete everything 
that's no longer referenced. 
This approach is, frankly, rather 
drastic, potentially slow, and 
certainly not the sort of thing 
you would want to do more 
than necessary. By carefully 
partitioning discardable code 
or heap data into a temporary 
application domain, it’s 
possible to implement a more 
efficient, fine-grained approach 
to memory management. As an 
example of what can be done, 
check our Richard Lowe's C# 
blog entry relating to the use of 
AppDomains to replace calls to 
GC.Collect. You'll find the entry 
at http://tinyurl.com/23jfn. 
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The ObjectHandle class provides 
a mechanism for opaquely 
wrapping the object. This 
ensures metadata for the type 
of the object is only loaded 
where it’s absolutely needed. 
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AppDomains become very 
important when you create 
any kind of plug-in 
architecture. As mentioned 
elsewhere, you can't unload 
a loaded assembly without 
AppDomains. As an example 
of what can be done with 
some hard work, take a look 
at the new CodeRush for 
-NET products available from 
Developer Express, www. 
devexpress.com. Eric 
Gunnerson, a developer at 
Microsoft and one of the 
leading authorities on .NET 
has put together a fascinating 
article on the dynamic 
loading/unloading of 
assemblies through 
AppDomains. You can find 

it at http://tinyurl.com/ 
yvayj as part of the MSDN 
library — recommended. 


Next month we start an 
exciting new series on Internet 
programming techniques with 
managed C++: everything from 
low-level socket programming 
to retrieving web pages via 
HTTP Stay tuned! 





Lutz Roeder’s Resourcer utility 
makes it easy to create and 
add resources to ResxX files. 
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AppDomain Creator 


Host domain: AppDemo.exe 


New child domain: PCPlus Domain 


Application base is: c:\Documents and Settings\Dave\Desktop\AppDemo 


Here’s our demo retrieving information from the newly-created 
AppDomain. Notice that the application base directory has been 
set to what we passed to the AppDomainSetup object. 


is created, passing the wanted domain name, domain info 
and security evidence objects as parameters. If you wanted, 
the last two arguments could be null, which would be directly 
equivalent to the case we looked at earlier. Having created 

a new domain, the code retrieves the friendly name for the 
current domain, for the new domain, and the application 
base directory for the new domain. All this information is 
displayed via three label controls, as can be seen in the 
screenshot above. The code finishes up by unloading the 
AppDomain, which — as mentioned earlier — will also unload 
any assemblies contained within the domain. 


E Creating objects in the AppDomain. How do you 
actually put things into our freshly created AppDomain? You 
can create objects in an application domain using a special 
method of the class called Createlnstance. Additionally, you 
can load assemblies into the domain. Here, were going to 
take a brief look at the former technique. 

To try this out, a small class was written called HelloWorld. 
This is contained within the HelloWorld.h header file included 
with this months demo project. As you'll see from examining 
the source code, HelloWorld exports a single public method 
called GetNumber, which returns an integer value, 12345678. 


Using resources in .NET 


G m fe be re be fe ee 
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The PocketNerd website provides 
a useful tutorial on how to embed 
resources into your .NET applications. 








AppDomain Creator 


Host domain: AppDemo.exe 


New child domain: PCPlus 


Application base is: c:\Documents and Settings\Dave\Desktop\AppDemo\Debuag\ 


Number returned from domain is = 12345678 





Here’s the revised demo program showing all the previous 
information. It’s also now creating an instance of a test class 
in the new application domain and calling one of its methods. 


Theres nothing complex happening here — we simply want 
to use HelloWorld as a class which were going to instantiate 
inside our new application domain, prior to calling one of its 
methods. The code needed to create an instance of 
HelloWorld looks like this: 


// “Inject” an instance of HelloWorld into 
the domain, and call it 

ObjectHandle * objh = domain->CreateInstance 
(“AppDemo”, “HelloWorl1d”) ; 

HelloWorld * hello = (HelloWorld *) (objh 
>Unwrap () ) ; 

lbNumber->Text = String::Concat (lbNumber 
>Text, hello->GetNumber() .ToString()); 
AppDomain::Unload (domain) ; 


We use a call to Createlnstance on the new domain. This 
method takes two parameters, the name of the assembly 
containing the class we want to instantiate, and the class 
name itself. Incidentally, this means that if you change the 
name of the .EXE file to something other than AppDemo, 
this code wont work because it won't find the class. In a real 
application, you would use AppDomain::CurrentDomain to 
retrieve the current domain name as discussed earlier. PCP 


How to create and access resources in .NET applications and assemblies 


If you're using Visual Studio.NET, creating 
and adding resources to .NET projects is 
extremely easy. Just go to the ‘View’ 
menu in the IDE and select ‘Resource 
View’ from the drop-down menu. 
Alternatively, press [Ctrl]+[Shiftl+[E]. 
You'll see a new IDE window, which 
displays a tree-structured view of all the 
resources in the current project. To add 
a resource, simply right-click the root 
node (it has the same name as the 
project) and select ‘Add’ followed by 
‘Add Resource’ from the context menu. 
This will open up another dialog from 
where you can import one of several 
resource types into your project, or 
create a new resource from scratch. 


Some of the supported resource types 
aren't so relevant to .NET development 
— the resource editor supports Dialog 
resources as well as Menus and 
Toolbars. However, it’s important to 
appreciate that VS.NET supports not 
only .NET projects, but legacy Win32 
code as well. This is why these legacy 
resource types are still included. 

Another way of incorporating 
resources into a VS.NET project is to use 
Lutz Roeder’s Resourcer utility. We've 
enthused about his Reflector utility in 
the past (a .NET assembly browser tool) 
but this isn't the only string to Lutz's 
bow. Using Resourcer, you can easily 
work with the new ResX resource file 


format introduced by Microsoft. ResX 
files are actually XML-based descriptions 
of resources, and Resourcer makes it 
easy to add existing resources such as 
bitmaps to ResX files. These can then 
be directly added to a VS.NET project. 


Bitmap * bmp = new Bitmap 
( typeof (Forml), 
salvalfatiolsiafjote poy 


Once you've got the resources into your 
assembly, there are various ways of 
accessing them. For example, the above 
code looks for a resource called Pict.jpg 
and uses it to create a new Bitmap 
object called bmp. E 
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Finding the files 
in the Windows 
Special Folders 
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A fairly broad range of 
programming experience 
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DELPHI 


In this brand new series, Huw Collingt 








ourne explains how to 





replace the Start Menu by creating your own Program Groups 


n the good old days, Windows arranged 
programs in the form of groups of icons 
arranged inside cascading windows. Never 
again, we thought, would we have to battle against 
multi-level menus as in the bad old days of DOS. 

Then, with the advent of Windows 95, the Start Menu 
appeared, and with it came the return of those horrible 
menus. This month we begin a series in which we'll 

be coding a program manager as a more civilised 
alternative to the Start Menu. 


Before we can even begin to create a program manager, 
we need to find which programs are installed in Windows. 
In other words, we need to know which applications appear 
on the Start Menu. Fortunately for us, Windows keeps this 
information on disk, in a special Start Menu folder. All we 
have to do is find that folder and extract the information. 

As so often in programming, this is easier said than done. 

The first problem we have to solve is how to locate the 
Start Menu folder. On my PC, | can see that the folder is 
found beneath the user directory, 
which is beneath the Documents 
and Settings directory on my C:\ 
drive. The user directory happens 
to be called Huw, and is qualified 
by a network user-group identifier. 
| think its pretty certain that 
most other people won't have 
a directory named Huw, so it 
obviously wouldn't be sensible to 
hard-wire this path into my source 
code. Instead, | need to find some 
way of asking Windows to provide 
the appropriate path for me. 

In past columns, we've looked 
at a variety of ways of obtaining 
system information. We've used 
functions to obtain the version 
number of the operating system, 
the processor type, environment 
variables and special-purpose 
directories, such as the Windows 
directory. For more detailed 
information on these routines, 
refer to the box ‘Obtaining 
System Information’. 

All this information is provided 
by the operating system itself. For 


If you don’t care for the default 
Windows Start Menu, you could 
try to create your own alternative 
program groups. We begin this 
task in this month’s projects. 


example, the GetWindowsDirectory() function, which is 
declared in Delphis Windows.pas unit, is actually just an 
interface to the APIS function GetWindowsDirectory(). 
Similarly, Delphis TOSVersion|Info record matches the 
Windows OSVERSIONINFO data structure. When using Delphi's 
system information functions, records and constants, It’s 
often useful to refer to Delphi source code found in the units 
in the System\RIL directory beneath your Delphi installation. 
For an explanation of the meanings of constants and the 
return values of functions, refer to the entries (illustrated, alas, 
in the C language) in Delphis Windows SDK help. 


B Finding the Start Menu folder | had initially hoped 
there would be a GetStartMenuDirectory() function which 
would locate the appropriate directory with one simple 
function call. Unfortunately, there isn't. | admit this left me 
puzzled for a while. Luckily, on searching around in the 
Windows SDK help, | discovered a handy little function called 
SHGetSpecialFolderLocation(). You can pass to this one of a 
set of pre-defined constants as its second parameter, 
nFolder. It initialises its third parameter, ppidl, to the ‘address 
that receives a pointer to an item identifier list specifying the 
folders location relative to the root of the name space (the 
desktop)’. That's what it says in the help entry, at any rate! 

Note that ppidl is not a string, but rather a pointer to a 
pointer to a string. In order to get a string representing the 
directory path we need to use another function, 
SHGetPathFromIDList(). This takes ppidl as its first parameter, 
and returns the LPTSTR path, pszPath, as its second 
parameter. For an explanation of the LPTSTR data type, 
see the box, ‘PChars and Char Arrays’. 

To see how we've implemented this in Delphi code, 
load the SysInfo.dpr project and open the SysStatsUnit 
unit. Our code can be found in the GetSpecialFolder() 
function. This takes an integer parameter, nFolder, which 
can be supplied by the calling code, as illustrated in the 
ShowSpecialFolders() function, and should be one 
of the constants, such as CSIDL_STARTMENU, (defined in 
Delphi's SAIObj unit). 

After passing the value of nFolder to the 
SHGetSpecialFolderLocation() function, we test the return 
value. If alls well, this value will be equal to the pre-defined 
constant S_OK. You'll see that the Delphi version of the 
SDK help states that the return value is NOERROR. In fact, 
NOERROR and S_OK are both defined as 0. In our code, we 
use S_OK, as this is the constant specified in more recent 
Microsoft documentation. 

If all goes to plan, a block of code executes to obtain the 
path string to the specified special directory and return this 
to the calling code, otherwise an error message is returned. 
To test what happens when a directory can't be found, we've 
added a ‘Test’ button to the form. Run the application, click 
the ‘System Info’ button, then click ‘Test’. 
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If you compare the code of our 
VCL richedit program, RTFdpr, 
with that of our WinForms one, 
dotnetrtf.bdsproj, you'll note a 
number of differences. We 
haven't bothered to toggle Bold 
and Italic text in response to 
keystrokes. You may want to 
try adding this feature as an 
exercise. We have, however, 
reproduced the font and colour 
selection, and the transfer of 
RTF to text (codes) and back to 
RTF again. The most obvious 
difference is that the rich edit 
controls in the .NET project are 
of the TRichTextBox type, rather 
than TRichEdit. TRichTextBoxes 
comes with all kinds of 
methods and properties lacking 
from TRichEdit. For example, 
they have an RTF property. 
This means we can assign one 
richtext box's RTF property to 
another in order to copy the 
formatted text. To display the 
RTF codes, we assign an RTF 
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The items on the Start Menu are stored on disk in the Start 
Menu directory. To create our own program group, we need 
to access the files in this directory. 


We previously created a launch pad, seen at the top of this 
picture, which creates a launch button for each program 
dragged on to it from the Windows Explorer. 


extension ‘Ink. To see how this can be done, load the 
Test.dpr project. This populates a ListView with the Start 
Menu files and their associated icons when button is 
clicked. This is done by first obtaining the path to the Start 
Menu directory and appending to it a backslash ‘\’ character. 
The path is then passed to our ShowFiles() procedure, which 
contains this code: 


This initiates two calls to our GetSpecialFolder() function. 
The first call passes a valid constant, CSIDL_FONTS, to the 
function. The returned string should display the path 
to your fonts directory. The second call passes an invalid 
constant, NONDIRECTORY, to which we've assigned the 
arbitrary value 500. This time, our error message is returned 


and displayed. 


When your'e using constants to locate special directories, 


you need to be aware that the list shown in the Win SDK 
help is out of date. For example, the constants 
CSIDL_INTERNET_CACHE and CSIDL_FAVORITES aren't 
documented. Browse through the code in the ShIObj.pas 


unit for a complete list. 


B Displaying Start Menu files Now that weve located 
the Start Menu directory, we need to find a way of displaying 
the files it contains, which will normally be shortcuts with the 


SearchRec) ; 


while Result 
begin 
FileInfo := 


Result := FindFirst(dir+’*.*’, faAnyFile, 


0 do 


GetFileInfo(dir + 


Searchrec.Name ); 


Obtaining system information 


NewItem := ListViewl.Items.Add; 
NewItem.Caption 


LowerCase (SearchRec.Name) ; 


How to find out a range of information on your hardware and software 


Many and varied are the ways of 
obtaining information on your PC's 
hardware, software and operating 
system. To see a few examples, load 
up the Sysinfo.dpr project and open 
the SysStatsUnit.pas unit. I've coded 
several methods to handle specific 
types of system information. Scrolling 
down from the top of the unit, the 
first procedure you'll come to is 
Show MemoryInfo(). This initialises a 
TMemoryStatus record by calling the 
GetMemoryStatus() function. Access the 
fields of the record and divide by 1024 
to obtain a kilobyte value. 

Our next routine, ShowOSInfo(), does 
something similar, only this time the 


record is of the type TOSVersionInfo 
(OSVERSIONINFO in the SDK) which is 
initialised by GetVersionEx(). The value 
of dwPlatformld tells us whether the OS 
is in the Windows 95/Me family or the 
NT/XP family. The dwMinorVersion and 
dwMajorVersion fields gives us an 
integer so we can determine the OS. 
Our ShowHardwarelnfo() procedure 
uses another record type, TSystemInfo, 
which is initialised by the GetSystem 
Info() function. Once again, all our code 
has to do is to analyse the fields of this 
record in order to extract the required 
information. We can compare the 
wProcessorArchitecture field with the 
constant, PROCESSOR_ARCHITECTURE 


_INTEL, to determine whether or not 
this is an Intel processor. 

The ShowDirlnfo() procedure finds 
the path of certain system directories 
using self-explanatory functions such 
as GetWindowsDirectory(). The 
GetSpecial Folder() function gives us 
access to other system directories. The 
ShowEnvironment() procedure calls 
the GetEnvironmentStrings() function 
to return a pointer to a null-terminated 
string (a PChar) made up of a sequence 
of null-terminated substrings. We parse 
out the substrings by searching for a 
null char (#0) until the final string is 
itself a null char, indicating that the end 
of the string has been encountered. E 





property to a Text property 
rather than set the PlainText 
property of the control, as in 
the VCL. To set the colour of a 
selection, we use the Selection 
Color property instead of 
messing about with TText 
Attributes, as in the VCL. 
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Our Sysinfo projects shows 
how to obtain all kinds of 
information on your system, 
including the location of the 
Start Menu directory. 
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Having created a program to 
display items from the Start 
Menu directory, you'll need to 
add code to enable to the user 
to launch each application at 
the click of a mouse button. 
You can find the appropriate 
code lurking in one of this 
month's projects. You may 
also want to create groups of 
buttons or icons to display the 
contents of folders such as 
\Programs beneath the Start 
Menu directory. If you're 
feeling really adventurous and 
you have a copy of Delphi 8, 
you might try creating a .NET 
version of the program. 


Now that we've found out how 
to use the Start Menu folder, 
the time has come to begin 
work on an alternative to the 
Windows Start Menu. 





Delphi 8 makes it easy to 
translate Win32 applications 
into VCL for .NET applications. 
Often no additional coding 

is required. 
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DELPHI 


NewItem.ImageIndex := FileInfo.iIcon; // add 
an appropriate icon 

_Result := FindNext (SearchRec) ; 

end; 


FindClose(SearchRec) ; 


The three functions FindFirst(), FindNext() and FindClose() 
are used together to locate all the files, *.*, in the specified 
directory, dir. SearchRec is a record of the TSearchRec type, 
which contains fields initialised with the Time, Size, Names 
and Attributes of a file. The TSHFilelnfo record, which is 
declared in the ShellAPI unit, maps onto the Windows SDKs 
SHFILEINFO structure. It contains more file information, 
including the associated icon. I've written a GetFilelnfo() 


function to return an initialised TSHFilelnfo record based on 


a file name. It does this by calling the SHGetFilelnfo function, 


and passing to it Some appropriate constants which are 
documented in the SDK help. Pay attention to the 
SHGFI_SYSICONINDEX, which obtains the index of an icon 
from the system image list, which is a list of images 
maintained by the operating system. 


E Retrieving the File icon To obtain the icon, we 

just set the Imagelndex property of each new item added 
to the ListView to the index specified by the ilcon field of 
the Filelnfo record. The SDK help files state that ilndex is the 
‘Index of the icon image within the system image list’. You 
should note that an application doesn't have automatic 
access to the system image list. You have to do some 
preliminary coding in order to get at it. We've done this in 
the FormCreate() method. We start by obtaining the handle 
to the system image list containing small icons. This is 
returned by the SHGetFilelnfo() function, to which we pass 
the constants ‘SHGFI_SYSICONINDEX or SHGFI_SMALLICON’. 
We now associate this ImageList with ListViewl by sending 
the following message: 


Converting to .NET 
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we need to translate Delphi strings to 


and from null-terminated strings. 
E 


SendMessage (ListViewl.Handle, 
LVM SETIMAGELIST, LVSIL SMALL, 
ImageListHandle) ; 


Of course, the ListView isn't the only component capable 
of displaying file names and icons. With a bit of effort, you 
could use almost any visual component for the job. Some 
years ago, | programmed a configurable launch bar which 
displayed file names and icons on buttons, with a new 
button created for each file that dragged from the Windows 
Explorer on to the launch bar. You'll find this program, 
LPad.dpr, on this months Superdisc. 

A full explanation of this project is beyond the scope 
of this months column. Note, however, the two functions 
weve written to return icons, GetSmalllcon() and 
GetLargelcon(), in the filestufffpas unit. You can toggle 
between small and large icons using the application's 
File menu. When a file is dropped, the AddBtn() method 
creates a new BitBtn to display the file name and icon, 
and this is placed on to the form. Note that each new 
button is assigned an OnClick event-handler, BtnClick(), 
which launches the specified file. 

It wouldnt be especially difficult to adapt this project to 
add files from the Start Menu directory. If you don't care for 
buttons, you could use similar techniques to create a menu 
on the fly, and assign event handlers to each item in the 
menu. Or you might want to save yourself some coding 
effort with the ShellListView component on the Delphi 
samples tab. If you followed our previous series, in which 
we programmed a file backup tool, you'll be familiar with this 
component — and it will be very important in the months to 
come. As you'll already have seen, it has the benefit of being 
able to find display files and icons with a minimum of coding 
required. We'll make our choice of component when we take 
the next step towards developing a Program Manager in next 
months instalment. PCP 


We consider the problems of translating old Delphi programs to run under Delphi 8 for .NET 


If you've switched to Borland's recently 
released Delphi 8 for .NET, you may 
want to convert some of your old Delphi 
projects. Delphi 8 gives you two choices 
when doing this. You can either start 
from scratch, by creating a standard 
-NET application and then convert your 
old code line by line, or you can import 
old projects in one fell swoop just by 
opening the old .DPR VCL (Visual 
Component Library) project file and 
letting Delphi 8 convert it into a VCL for 
-NET application. Usually this second 
option is the simplest, and you may 
find that your projects are converted 
without a problem. This isn’t always the 
case, however. If your old projects make 


great use of pointers and API functions, 
you may need to do some hand editing 
to fix .NET incompatibilities. We'll look 
at some of these issues in the future. 
For an example of converting a simple 
Win32 program to .NET, we've used an 
old project, rtf.dpr, which contains three 
rich edit controls, plus a font and 
a colour dialog. The user can enter text 
into the first richedit control, and alter 
the font of the whole control or the 
colour of the selected text in the control. 
The RTF text is then copied into 
RichEdit2 in the form of text (which 
shows the RTF code rather than the 
formatting effects). This code is then 
copied into RichEdit3 and displayed as 


formatted text again. This project was 

converted to VCL for .NET without errors. 
For the sake of comparison, we also 

created a similar project as a standard 

Windows Form application, and coded 

it from scratch. While this obviously 

required more effort than a straight 

conversion, the actual coding was 

much simpler than in the original. 

This is because .NET provides far more 

methods and properties for components 

than are found in Win32. As a result, 

the programmer can accomplish many 

things with a simple property 

assignment which would have had 

to be explicitly coded in Win32. See 

‘Passing Shot’ for a few examples. E 
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VISUAL BASIC 





Drawing a graph doesn't require Office — you can do it with Visual 
Basic, as Dermot Hogan explains in the first part of our new series 


picture, they say, is worth a thousand words. 
I don’t know who first came up with that, but 
a quick Google search shows over 97000 hits. 
It’s certainly a somewhat over-used expression. Still, if 
you're presenting data, a graph of that data can be a lot 
more striking than the raw data itself. A graph can also 
highlight things in the data that might not otherwise be 
obvious. And where would the sales rep or marketing 
type be without the ever-increasing revenue forecast? 


A few months ago, | looked at basic NET graphics. This was 
the first time ld used .NET objects like the Graphics object 
and the various Pen, Font and Brush objects. However, theres 
a big difference between trying things out and having to do 
something for real. This time, I've got a real application to 
create: | need a simple but flexible graphing system as part 
of the application display. | want to be able to plot points on 
both a standard Cartesian graph (rectangular x-y co- 
ordinates) and other data on a graph with polar co-ordinates. 

You can find graphs by the dozen in Office programs like 
Excel, Word or Access. But | don’t want a three-dimensional 
pie chart, or any of the other wonderful things designed to 
bamboozle an audience. All | want is a simple, flexible 2D 
graph. There are other graphing tools available commercially 
and some for free, | think, as well as those in Office. I'll look 
at some of those in the coming issues. 

A basic graph is pretty easy to do in NET — the examples 
I'll discuss below show that. But what isn't so easy Is the 
detail. In graphs (and graphics generally), the devil really is in 
the detail. And there are lots and lots of details. One of the 
biggest problems is drawing the axes. But surely, you might 
think, this is easy! All an axis is, after all, is a straight line. 
However, if you look at any respectable graph, you'll see that 
an axis has quite a lot of information. There are the ‘tick’ 
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displays the usual greeting, but the thing to note is that this 
is done in the Paint event handler. 





points — or divisions — on the axis, and these can be 
divided into ‘major’ ticks and minor ones. Then there are the 
end points of the axis; plain or arrows? Now consider the 
labelling — any graph without a label is fit only for the bin. 
And then theres the problem of resizing. What happens 
when you zoom or shrink a graph? 


E A simple graph To start off with, we'll draw a simple 
graph. Not quite a straight line, but not that far off either. The 
axes will be simple lines drawn at right angles, with nothing 
fancy, and we'll draw a simple function, such as a parabola. 
There are several ways to create a graphics surface in 
Windows and .NET, but the simplest is to use a form. A form 
is normally under the control of the IDE, at least at design 
time, but you can create one yourself and, if it doesn't have 
too many controls, such as buttons and so on, this is the 
simplest way to do it. 

Start off with creating a new class, TestClass, that inherits 
from the Form base class: 


Public Class TestClass : Inherits Form 


Now, in the New constructor, we need to set the size of the 
graphics surface or form. This is best done with a Size object 
— set it to 400 pixels by 300: 


Size = New Size(400, 300) 

Built like this, the graphics surface wont redraw itself when 
its moved, or covered and then uncovered by another 
surface. We have to do it. The way I've chosen to do the 
job is to add a handler to explicitly associate an event 
with a method. The AddHandler keyword does just this, 


so this statement: 


AddHandler Paint, AddressOf PaintHandler 


will associate the PaintHandler method of our TestClass with 
the event Paint. That is, when the Paint event is raised by 
the operating system, the PaintHandler method will be called. 
Heres the PaintHandler method: 


Private Sub PaintHandler (ByVal sender As 
Object, 
Dim g As Graphics = e.Graphics 
Dim f As New Font(“Verdana”, 20) 
g.DrawString(“hello world”, f, 
100; 75) 


ByVal e As PaintEventArgs) 


Brushes.BlueViolet, 
End Sub 


From the PaintEventArgs argument to the PaintHandler 
method, I've extracted the graphics surface, g. This is the key 
to all subsequent graphics operations. Once you've got this, 
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curve looks smooth, but it isn’t — the smoothness is accidental. 


you can write, scribble, draw and plot to your hearts content. 
Here, all I've done is written a string to the graphics surface 
at a specified location, in a given font with a certain colour. 
The main point here is that the drawing must be done 
in the Paint handler. You can obtain the graphics surface in 
other events and in other ways, but unless you redraw the 
whole thing in the Paint event handler, you won't see what 
you think should be there. 


A Adding axes Now we can move on to drawing an axis 
or two. This month, all we'll do is draw two simple lines at 
right angles. I've created a class to do this, since we'll be 
expanding on this later. In the constructor, New, I've created a 
pen to draw the axes. The width is set to three so you can 


see it in the screen shots; it would normally be less than this: 


Function pointers 
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The two lines of code shown transform the original x-y 


co-ordinate system into one that’s more useful for our purposes. 


p = New Pen(Color.Black, 3) 


The drawing of the axes is then done by the Draw method: 


Public Sub Draw(ByVal g As Graphics) 
g.DrawLine(p, 0, 0, 0, 300) 
g.DrawLine(p, 0, 0, 300, 0) 

End Sub 


This draws two lines from the point (0,0) to (0, 300) and (300, 
0) respectively. If you run this as it is, it will work, but you'll 
find a small problem: the y-axis points the wrong way round! 
This is because Windows starts the co-ordinate system of 
any graphics surface from the top left-hand corner, with 

the x-axis going across from left to right, but with the 


Function pointers can be a very useful weapon in your programming arsenal 


A pointer is a variable that contains the 
address of something. Usually, pointers 
point to data such as objects, arrays 
and simple types like integers. 
However, a point can also point to 
executable code, in which case it's 
called a function pointer. 

Function pointers are a tool that C++ 
and Delphi programmers have been 
able to use for a long time. 

Suppose we want to plot the graph 
of a function. The coding of the graph 
part is the same for all functions — what 
you need is to pass the function as 
an argument to the graph constructor. 
The graph builder code then calls the 
function as required to construct the set 
of points that will constitute the graph. 
It doesn't need to know anything 
specific about the function itself. All it 


is this: 


FunctionPtr) 


needs is a reference to the function 
— a function pointer in other words. 

You define a function pointer using v = fp.Invoke (i) 
the Delegate keyword: 


FunctionPtr (ByVal x As 
Double) As Double 


Public Sub New(ByVal fp As 


call the function is: 


points(i) = New Point(i * 
20, v) 


Public Delegate Function 


So, the function pointer is called not 
directly, as fp(i), but via the Invoke 
method. Declaring the x*x function as: 


The constructor to the GraphFunction 
class (a variation on the GraphClass) 


Function square(ByVal x As 
Double) As Double 

Return x * x 

End Function 


We create the GraphFunction object thus: 
In effect, we've declared a new type, 

FunctionPtr, which is used as the gf = New 

parameter of the constructor. In the 
body of the constructor, the code to 


GraphFunction (AddressOf 
square) 














I'm now two months into 
writing a medium-sized 
commercial VB .NET 
application. It's interesting at 
this point to consider if .NET 
has indeed been a help. 
Looking at it as objectively as 
I can, I'd make the following 
observations. First, a VB .NET 
program is still a program. You 
can still get the same old bugs 
and, as with all programs, a 
lack of good design can't be 
compensated for by a 
language, however neat. 
Secondly, VB .NET's error 
handling is light years ahead of 
the old VB ‘On Error Goto’. The 
“Try/Catch’ system is a joy to 
use. Really, there's no excuse 
for poor VB error handling now. 
Next, a minus: the lack of on- 
the-fly recompiling is a serious 
hindrance to fast development. 
This drives me crazy and there 
have been times when I've 
been tempted to go back to 
the old VB 6 just to test and 
develop an algorithm. 
However, I've only been 
tempted — I've never fallen. 
The last point I'd make is that 
.NET programming is just a 
much, much nicer programming 
experience than VB 6 ever was. 


+ J ige | i n —_— 


It’s not the prettiest graph ever 
drawn, but it was created using 
a function pointer. 
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One of the problems with the 
type of graph we've drawn is 
that the points are connected 
by straight lines. Sometimes 
this comes out looking smooth 
(as the parabola does) and 
sometimes it doesn't. 

You can smoothe the graph 
smooth in two ways. The first 
is just to use more points, so 
that the line segments become 
smaller and the graph looks 
smoother. The second way is 
to use curved line segments 
such as ‘cardinal’ and ‘Bezier 
splines. However, you must 
be careful not to introduce a 
smoothness which isn’t there 
in the actual data. 


r 


We'll continue to look at 
drawing graphs with the .NET 
GDI. In particular, we'll build 
an Axis class that really does 
cross the ticks and dot the 
labels for a graph. 


VISUAL BASIC 


Dim p as Dot 
NewPen(Color.Black, 1) 


p.-DashStyle = 
Drawing2D.DashStyle.DashDot 


y-axis going down. Normal graphs have the y-axis going up, 
SO we have to do a bit of work. In fact, it turns out to be 
quite easy. It's possible to transform the co-ordinates of a 
graphics surface using a transformation ‘matrix’. You can 
Squash it, stretch it and shift it without too much trouble. But 
if your maths doesnt quite reach to linear algebra, it's easy to 
do what we want with two simpler function calls: 


g.TranslateTransform(10, 300) 


g.ScaleTransform(1, -1) 


The first one moves the origin in by 10 pixels and down by 
300, but the y-axis at this point is still pointing down. The 
next line rectifies this by multiplying the y values in the 
graphics surface by -1 (the x-axis values are multiplied by 1, 
which leaves them unchanged). Now we have the x values 
shifted in by 10 pixels, and the y-values going up from the 
bottom as we want them. 


©) A parabolic graph Lets draw another graph. This time 
well go for a parabola — thats a graph of the form y = x * x. 
We'll do this by calculating the values of the graph in the 
constructor and holding them in a GraphicsPath. 

A GraphicsPath is one of the most useful objects in the 
NET GDI. It basically contains a series of connected lines and 
curves. The path in a GraphicsPath object can be ‘open’ or 
closed’. If it's closed (you make it closed by calling the 
CloseFigure method), you can fill the interior with a brush. 
Were not that interested in closed paths here, since a graph 
of the type were looking at doesn't have an interior. 


Dim points(20) As Point 

a = New Axis 

gp = New GraphicsPath 

FOr 1 00) LO] Zo 

points(i) = New Point(i * 20, i * i) 


Here are some simple examples of a 
line drawn with different pen styles. 








If you close a graphics path, you can fill the interior with a 
colour and brush of your choice. This has limited application in 
the types of graph we're interested in — but it can be useful. 


Next 
gp.AddLines (points) 


First declare an array of Points. A Point is what you think it is 
— an ordered pair of integers that represent a point in a 
plane. Now create a new Graphics Path to hold the points. 
Follow that with a loop to populate the array — I've scaled 
the x-axis by a factor of 20 to get the graph to look 
reasonable. Finally, add the points array to the GraphicsPath. 

When the GraphicsPath gets drawn in the Paint method 
(via the DrawPath method), the points will appear as 
connected lines, and not just as discrete points. The lines 
that constitute the parabola are actually straight lines 
between two points, but the whole curve looks smooth 
because of the scale. PCP 


Programming Microsoft Visual Basic .NET 2003 


The second time round for a heavyweight VB .NET book 





TITLE Programming Microsoft Visual Basic 
NET 2003 

AUTHOR Francesco Balena 

PUBLISHER Microsoft 

PRICE £33 (£28 ex VAT) 

ISBN 0-7356-2059-8 

SUPPLIER Computer Manuals 
www.compman.co.uk 


VISUAL IBASIC .NET 


It isn't often that a programming book 
gets to the second edition. The vast 
majority of computer books get 
remaindered within a few months of 
leaving the printing presses. And with 
good reason: they're useless. This one 





Wintelloct 


The second edition of Balena’s 
Programming Microsoft Visual 
Basic .NET is much improved 
over the first, while managing 
to keep to the same size. 
| reviewed the first edition about 18 
months ago, and was moderately 
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is different — it's good, indeed excellent. 


dismissive — ‘not the definitive VB .NET 
bible’, | sniffed. Well, it might not be, but 
over the last year the first edition 
gradually became the only book I used 
regularly to get a succinct and clear 
explanation of a given VB .NET topic. 

The book is pretty comprehensive in 
its coverage of .NET from a Visual Basic 
perspective. It’s a bit skimpy in some 
areas (still not enough GDI+) and too 
full in others. Personally, | have no 
interest whatsoever in web forms, but 
your mileage may vary. 

As before, it’s not aimed at beginners 
— you need to know VB 6 reasonably 
well. Because it’s not an introduction, 
the code samples are small and to the 


point. The first three chapters cover the 
basics of VB. The next 100 pages cover 
object orientation in some detail. 
Following that are over 200 pages on 
programming .NET: threading, regular 
expressions, arrays, and so on. This is 
followed by Win32 applications and 
Database applications. There are then 
six chapters on Internet applications, 
which I'll pass over in silence. Lastly, 
there's a section on Advanced Topics. 
This covers more interesting stuff 
like platform invoke and marshalling, 
delegates and callbacks, remoting and 
security and encryption. 

Overall, it's much improved over the 
first edition. Recommended. E 


WILF’S WORKSHOP 


This Series Part Four 


Probability and 
impossibility 











7... 00 Wilf Hey looks at the logicians’ response to the Hilbert 
A ms Sms challenge: Is all truth really like ripe fruit, ready for plucking? 



































7 ecently I needed to find a number that was Problem 1 
INTERMEDIATE half of a square, and simultaneously a third **working** 1 Failure 
ee of a cube. | figured it out with a little QBasic **working** 2 Failure 
knowledge would . . z ; 
beyen usdl program, doing a brute force search. You can see its ee ae 
logic in Problem1.Bas on the SuperDisc: it takes each **working** 4 Failure 
number in turn from one upwards, and checks whether **working** 5 Failure 
OBasic it fills the role. There may be a better method - in fact **working** 6 SUCCESS! 
l for this problem, there is (see ‘Going Further’) — but for 
e now let's consider this trial-and-error method, which The result is 72. Fortunately, it finds its target in only a few 
will apply whenever no better algorithm is known. trials. That was last week. | was lucky, because not only was 
there a solution, but my method of solving it didn't take too 
. The QBasic code for Probleml is as follows — note that all many loops. This week I'm in a pickle: | built a program to 
ae variables have been declared as type DBL (long integer): apply brute force to the problem, but there are a few things 
this Masterclass are bothering me. 
on this month's DO So far the loop is being executed many, many times 
SuperDisc. Look in Tr = Tr + 1 with no indication that Im getting any nearer the solution. 
et ouillae IF CSRLIN = 20 THEN | don’t even know how I'll be able to signal that | have a 
LOCATE 3, 1 solution when it does occur. 
END IF This new problem is quite simple to state, though — 
PRINT “**working**”, Tr; “ %; its to find a number that ‘flies its kite’ permanently. For 
Rs = Tr * Tr * Tr / 3 example, say we start with three. We do one of two 
IF Rs + RS + RS = Tr * Tr * Tr THEN things: if its odd, we triple it and add one; if its even, we 
En = SQR(Rs + Rs) halve it. The result is an up/down trip that keeps up for a 
IF En * En = Rs + Rs THEN EXIT DO while, but usually ends when the sequence comes to 
END IF one. Sometimes there are as many ups as downs, and 
PRINT “Failure” you should realise that the numbers go up a lot faster than 
LOOP they go down. Three goes to ten, and ten goes down to 
five. Five goes up to 16, and 16 goes down to eight. To 
When control falls out of the loop, we'll have success, my mind its rather like flying a kite —there may be great 
and variable Rs will contain the result. When it runs, its updrafts, but inevitably the kite plummets toward the 
output Is: earth (one). The real headache is that | know a real kite 


Supermon — a super monitor 


HANDLERS FOR 
RECOGNISED LOOPS 
Qurermon — 


PRO 


IWARNING 
NO MORE 


ENDLESS BT errr ere. ENDLESS 
LOOPS ! ese ease | LOOP 


AVOID THE HEARTBREAK 
OF NON-TERMINATING 





PROGRAMS 
What we need in order to solve matters like Suppose we have plenty of reasons why We want to arrange this super-program to 
Problem2 is a method of predicting whether a loop may occur. However many there are, stop and warn us as soon as it discovers that 
a particular program can ever stop. If we find out these could all be combined into a generalised our test program will loop forever. If it sounds the 
that it can, then there is a solution, and it’s worth program — a single Turing Machine. There’s no alarm, we can simply terminate the test and log it as 
running the program even if it takes a long time. practical limit, and we can add more and more ‘unsolvable’ in the project book. If our test program 
reasons as we find them. stops, we want the super-program to continue. 
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PCPlus Back Issues 


Missed an instalment? 
Phone 0870 444 8662 
to order your back issue 
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If Ais true, then B must be true, 
but B says A is FALSE -- inconsistent. 


The statement on 
other side is 
A 
The statement on 


other side is 
TRUE 


If A is false, then B must be false, 
but B says AIS false -- inconsistent. 


A simple trick, but a knotty paradox. Self-reference can 
lead you into the misty world of ‘undecidable’ statements. 


will come down to earth but, | have to ask myself, could 
there be any numbers which ‘fly their kite upwards and 
downwards, but never reach one? | built a simple program, 
Problem2.Bas, for the SuperDisc, but | ask you: how will 
the program know if it ever finds an ever-floating kite? 
There may be some elegant method, but at present all 

| know to do is to look for a candidate using the brute 
force method. 


Tr = Tr + 1 


PRINT “**working**”; Tr; “ ~^; 


ie a ale 
Ct = 0 
DO 


Ct = Ct + 1 
IF Kt MOD 2 = 0 THEN 
Kt = Kt / 2 


LOOPS 
FOREVER 


HALTS WITH 
AN ANSWER 


CONTINUES 


In effect this programming tool will operate as 

a mate with any other program. When we run 
the two together we know that one will stop within 
a reasonable time. Furthermore we can test ideas 
that we had never before designed, saving valuable 
resources in the process. 





But wait! Our super-program is itself a 
computable task, so we can treat it as a 
test vehicle, and run it in tandem with itself. The 
Church-Turing Thesis is an iron-clad guarantee that 
this will work. So, with the super-program, we're 
monitoring it as a test. 


WILF’S WORKSHOP 


ELSE 

Ke = 3 * Ke + i 

END IF 

IF Kt = 1 THEN EXIT DO 
LOOP 


PRINT “(grounded after”; Ct; “loops)” 
LOOP 


This is most unsatisfactory, because I'll never know when 
I'm dealing with an eternal kite. At any moment, for all | 
know, the kite will hurtle towards the number one. 


E Cleaning house in 1900, the German scholar David 
Hilbert addressed the International Congress of 
Mathematicians in Paris; he set out 23 problems and 
paradoxes that remained to be solved, and challenged the 
hearers to pull out all the stops to sort them out. Among 
these problems was Fermat's Last Theorem, first stated in 
1637 and only sorted out in 1994, by the (British) John Wells 
(born 1953). 

Hilbert also had in mind such cases as my Problem_2. 
This address set the congress alight, and for several 
decades mathematicians all over the globe devoted time 
to whittling down Hilberts list. Since then, most of the 23 
problems have been proven or disproved, although a few 
Still remain. 

Two very prominent British mathematicians of the 20th 
century were Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) and Alfred North 
Whitehead (1861-1947). In 1910 they published a hugely 
important book, the Principia Mathematica. In it, they 
attempted to put into definitive form everything that could 
conceivably be needed to develop mathematics further, and 
they hoped that it would prove to be a reliable sourcebook 
for all that would follow. In the book they tried to answer, 
or at least extend work on, Hilberts challenges. In 1910 it 
seemed that Hilberts challenge would be met — and 
mastered — before long. 


(SUPERMON 


PREi te 
ITSELF !) 


strikes again! 








Alan Turing is famous for 
several things — his wartime 
codebreaking work at Bletchley 
Park, the Church-Turing Thesis 
and the Turing Machine — but 
also for the ‘Turing Test’, a 
thought experiment that arose 
from an article he wrote for a 
popular scientific magazine 

in answer to the question, 
‘Can a Machine Think?’ This 
article is very readable, and 
deserves your attention. | 
urge you to find it and read 

it — | envy you reading it the 
first time. You can find it on 
the net at www.abelard.org 
/turpap/turpap.htm. 





Alonzo Church figures as a 
pioneer and founder of modern 
logic as it applies to computing. 





There’s something dreadfully wrong about 

this: one program should stop, and the other 
should keep on running — but they're the same 
identical program, and would function the same, both 
stopping or both running. Epimenides (and Godel) 
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There's a more direct way to 
find the solution to Problem1. 
The goal is simultaneously 
‘1/2 of a square’ and ‘1/3 of a 
cube’. Among its factors 2 must 
occur a multiple of three times 
(so that they can be broken up 
into three factors AxAxA) and 
3 must occur a multiple of two 
times (so that they can be 
broken up into two factors Bx 
B). So we can definitely say 
that the factors of the goal 
must be [(2x2x2) x (3x3) x ..] 
leaving out unknown further 
factors. So our goal is a 
multiple of 72 — in fact, 72 
itself works, being 1/2 of 144 
(12 squared) and 1/3 of 216 

(6 cubed). No trial loops 
needed here! 


We'll go in-depth for a short 
series on constructing our 
Markov Engine, which will be 
able to spew out parodies of 
authors on request. 





A few simple formulae (area 
of triangle, volume of cone, 
Pythagoras and ratio of sides 
in 30/60/90 triangle) are all 
you need to exercise your 
mind computing the volume 
of a tetrahedron. 
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The Austro-Hungarian mathematician Kurt Godel (1906- 
1978) stepped in to spoil things, which he accomplished 
by focusing on the Epimenides Paradox. Epimenides (sixth 
century BC) had been both philosopher and logician, and 
used to amuse himself by confusing tourists to his native 
island of Crete. He would tell them that all Cretans were 
constant liars — ‘I should know’, he would add slyly, 
‘because | myself am Cretan. Is it a truth or a falsehood? 
Interestingly, even St Paul quoted this famous paradox: you 


can read this in Titus 1:12. 


A The resurrected paradox Russell and Whitehead 


= aT ee 
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an viaiia af Thar eceenth farhirg bitja eeeaihbed Kit af 
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Is there significant Markov chaining in 
Herman Melville’s classic about New 
England whaling? 


Thesis. At first glance this appears to be patently obvious, 
but it has deep implications. In effect, it says that any 
algorithm is programmable. 

This is where the Turing Machine, which we've 
investigated in the past, comes to the fore. Turing 
demonstrated that the incredibly simple Turing machine 
performs computations in general. Anything that a Kray 
Supercomputer can calculate, a simple Turing Machine will 
do just as well (but far, far slower). Church proved that any 


algorithm can be made into a program, and Turing proved 
that a simple, dumb machine can run that program, no 


had pointed out that the Epimenides Paradox wasnt 


unsolvable. The solution: Epimenides is lying, and theres at 
least one Cretan who tells the truth, at least some of the 
time. In 1951 Kurt Godel resurrected this paradox, but 
doctored its form so that it has no negative solution. In his 
version a calling card has the following message printed on 
one side: ‘The statement on the other side is true’. On the 
other side of the card is something a bit different: ‘The 
statement on the other side is false’. This is definitely a 
paradox. Although the two statements make sense, they're 
inconsistent as a pair. Theres literally no way to decide 


whether each is true or false. 


Then came Alonzo Church (1903-1995), a Princeton 
professor who was keen to bring the study of logic into 
the modern day, making sense (if possible) of Godels 
bombshell. Not only a researcher, but a brilliant and popular 
teacher, Church led 31 people through to their doctorates, 
many of them subsequently famous in their own right. 
One of these was the British computer pioneer Alan Turing 
(1912-1954), popularly famous for his wartime work — in 
particular in cracking the Germans Enigma encoding system, 
previously heralded as unbreakable. In fact, Church and 
Turing, working apart, crystallised Godels revolutionary 
idea, forming a neat proposal called the Church-luring 


All in your mind 


matter how complex it may seem. 


E Colouring maps |s there any hope that we can turn 
any vexing question into a program, and then get computers 
to solve it for us? Well, some questions will yield to the 
computer — a good example is that of colouring maps. If 
you divide out the surface of a doughnut shape (a torus), 
you may need up to seven different colours to distinguish 
each region, depending on how the regions stretch among 
each other. Long ago it was known that the surface of a 
sphere, or any two-dimensional shape (such as a flat 

map) would require four colours, but nobody had made 


a configuration complex enough to need five colours. 


Ken Appel. 


However, for over a century there was no proof that four 
colours were enough (even though the solution for a torus 
had been proven). In 1976, with the help from computer 
searching, the problem was solved (only four colours are 
needed) by American mathematicians Lippold Haken and 


Yet theres no way of telling the next problem to confront 
you — it can be computerised, but that may well be just a 
waste of time on the largest, most powerful computers. 
Among themselves, Doctors Godel, Church and Turing have 
destroyed the wonderful dream that Al and IT would solve all 
remaining problems. PCP 


Your brain is one of the six billion most sophisticated calculators in existence. How much can it do? 


Last month | suggested that you 
exercise your mind by working out the 
volume of a regular tetrahedron, when 
the length along any of its edges is one 
metre, in your head. 

Though the calculations are fairly 
easy, there are many of them, and it 
requires visual imagination and 
concentration to keep them all straight. 

1. To calculate the volume you'll have 
to know the height of the tetragon lying 
flat on one side. This height is marked 
in red, and the side used as the base is 
coloured yellow. 

2. The height must be measured from 
the ‘incentre’ of the base triangle. The 
angle between any two edges of the 


base triangle is 60 degrees, so the 
angle between the dotted line and its 
nearby edge must be 30 degrees. A 
further calculation will show that the 
short line from the incentre to the 
middle of the side must be a certain 
length, because it's the shortest side 
of a 30/60/90 degree triangle, whose 
sides are in the ratio of 1 to 2 to root 3. 
You know the length of the side, which 
is 1/2 metre. This corresponds to the 
‘root 3’ side, so by a bit of multiplication 
you can establish the length of the 
dotted line: it’s [1/root 3]. 

3. You can now calculate the height of 
the object (red line), because it’s part of 
a right-angled triangle. One of its sides 


is the dotted line, whose length 

we've determined is [1/root 3], and 

its hypotenuse is the up-sloping edge, 
one metre long. Using the Pythagorean 
Theorem, you should quickly find that 
the height is [root 2 / root 3]. 

4. The volume of a cone-like object 
(straight lines to a point and constant 
shape in horizontal cross-section) such 
as this is one-third the base area times 
the height. The area of the base triangle 
is [root 3 / 4] square metres and the 
height [root 2 / root 3] metres, so the 
volume is [root 2 / 12] cubic metres. 

If you've also committed to memory 
a few square roots, you'll find that this 
is about 117851 cc. E 








ket ionii 


HUW COLLINGBOURNE 


Ten years ago Huw Collingbourne saw the clutter-free, crash-free 
future of personal computing. Hes still waiting for it to arrive 


have great news for you, 
folks. According to 
Microsoft, forthcoming 
versions of Windows will be ‘reliable, 
easy to install and configure, easy to 
learn because of a new user interface, 
and easy to connect and manage’. 
Now the bad news: I’m quoting from 
the reviewer’s guide which Microsoft 
gave back to me in May 1994. At the 
time it was developing a product 
code-named ‘Chicago’, and which 
later became Windows 95. 

I was inspired to seek out this 
old reviewer's guide after receiving 
a book called ‘Degunking Windows’ 
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Why do you see a one-pane 
window when you click the 
‘My Computer’ icon but two 
panes in Explorer? It’s all 
quite logical — apparently. 
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(see box, ‘Gunk On The Menu’). This 
aims to guide the reader through the 
tricky business of cleaning up all the 
mess that accumulates on your PC’s 
hard drive, or which makes programs 
crash. I seem to recall snoozing my 
way through lots of presentations 
back in the spring of 94, during 
which over-excited Microsoft folk 
tried to persuade me that disk-mess 
and application crashes would soon 
be a thing of the past. 

This got me to wondering what 
other promises were made back then. 


As it’s now ten years since I first 
installed the beta of Windows 95, I 
thought this would be as good a time 
as any to see how it, and successive 
versions of Windows, have lived up 
to the promises... 


Pane killers 

Let’s start with the user interface. The 
Windows 95 reviewers guide has a 
long section extolling the wonders 
of the ‘neat, clean and logical’ user 
interface. There will (we are told) be 
only a few graphic objects visible on 
screen at any time - namely the My 
Computer, Network Neighbourhood 
and Recycle Bin icons, plus the 
Windows Taskbar. The Taskbar’s 
mission is ‘to make 95 per cent of 
what a typical user wants to do 
with the operating system easily 
accessible at all times’, and it will 
‘make switching among multiple 
applications as simple as changing 
channels on a TV set’. 

File management and browsing 
would be done all in a single window, 
since dual-pane views, with the 
directory hierarchy on the left and 
files on the right, are deemed to be 
‘intimidating and unintuitive’. This is 
why, when you double-click the My 
Computer icon, a single window 
displays both directories and files. 

Well, that’s the theory. But in 
practice? My Windows desktop, 
far from being ‘neat and clean’, is 
overflowing with application icons. 
The Taskbar succeeds reasonably 
well in making it possible to switch 
between applications, but this feature 
has been undermined by the multiple 
document windows of Microsoft 
Office, which fill up the Taskbar 
unnecessarily. Windows XP tries to 
fix this problem by giving the user the 
option to group application windows 
into pop-up lists. This, however, is 
inconvenient and inelegant. 

As for the single-pane file 
browsing - sometimes you see it, 
sometimes you don’t. When you 
double-click My Computer, you get 


a single-pane view, but when you 
open the Explorer, you get a two-pane 
view. Logical? I think not. Marks out 
of ten? TII give it five. 


Shock to the system 

Just as important as ease of use is 
ease of maintaining and configuring 
the system. Prior to Windows 95, this 
was largely done by placing system- 
wide settings in two initialisation files, 
Win.ini and System.ini, while 
individual applications stored yet 
more settings in their own INI files. 
Microsoft, in its wisdom, decided that 
numerous initialisation files were bad, 
and a single monolithic configuration 
database was good. Enter The 
Registry. This is said to make your 
system’s settings ‘easy to manage and 
support. Easy, did they say? Maybe 
that’s ‘easy’ as in ‘brain surgery is 
easy. Well, if you're a brain surgeon, 
perhaps. But for the rest of us? 

Other improvements promised for 
Windows 95 included robustness, so 
that crashing applications wouldn't 
bring down the operating system, 
better network and mobile computing 
support, easier configuration of 
printers and simplified installation of 
fonts. In fact, while Windows 95 itself 
wasn't tremendously robust, Windows 
NT, 2000 and XP are significantly 
better. These days, the main security 
problems which plague Windows are 
those nasty little infections that it 
catches from the Internet. The 
Internet was such a minority 
interest back in 1994 that I don’t 
think Microsoft had even given it 
serious thought. So, Ill award 
Windows a score of nine for system 
management, but deduct five for the 
horrible, unmanageable Registry, 
giving a grand total of four out of ten. 

I'm still hoping that new versions 
of Windows will finally live up to the 
pre-publicity for Windows 95. In 
particular, let’s get rid of that damned 
Registry, ban forever-cascading 
menus and sort out the mess of icons 
and buttons that breed like rabbits 


HUW COLLINGBOURNE 


C:\Huw\PROGRA~ 1\GOLDEN~ 1\WOMBAT\1.2\ WOMBAT 12\WOMBAT.EXE 


>kick kennel 


OK, you’ve now made a pathetic and thoroughly ridiculous attempt 


at assaulting the kennel. 


>1 


This is a dark and fusty room that smells strongly of some sort of 


something strongly—-smelling. 


In a corner of the room there is 


what 


appears to be a low kennel. The only exit from here is to the south. 


>smell the kennel 


It smells of wombat. 


>put the coin into the kennel 


over the Desktop and Taskbar. Sort 
out the Internet security issues while 
you're at it, and I might even stop 
lusting pathetically after a nice, 
snazzy-looking Mac. 


Fan dancing 

I don’t know if you’ve ever received 
any fan mail. If you happen to be 
Madonna, or David Beckham, then 
the answer, I feel sure, will be in the 





Even so, every once in a while 
I do receive fan mail. The message 
generally begins with something 
along the lines of ‘Are you really 
Huw Collingbourne? THE Huw 
Collingbourne’ (as though the world 
were full of us!), ‘The person who...’ 
What? Climbed the Matterhorn, 
walked on the Moon, streaked naked 
across the lawn during the Queen’s 
Garden Party? Nope. My claim to 


“Rare are the days when my inbox is groaning 
under the weight of flattering missives lavishing 
praise on my finely-honed programming prose.” 


affirmative. If, on the other hand, 
you happen to be an accountant, 
taxi driver or tax inspector, your fan 
mail may be rather less thick on the 
ground. Computer journalists 
generally fall into this latter category. 
Rare are the days when my Inbox is 
groaning under the weight of 
flattering missives lavishing praise 
on my finely-honed programming 
prose, or reminiscing fondly about a 
particularly juicy spreadsheet review. 


Gunk on the menu 


fame is far more mundane. The 
message continues... ‘who wrote 
The Golden Wombat Of Destiny”. 
Ah, has it all come to this, then? 
All these years rambling away in the 
pages of PC Plus, and nobody cares 
a jot. But for a PC adventure game, 
which I programmed some time back 
in the early 1980's I’m idolised by the 
masses (www.ifarchive.org/if- 
archive/games/pc/wombat.zip). 
I should be pleased, I suppose, 


This is where it began for me. In 
the early 1980's I wrote a game 
which people (amazingly) are still 
playing today! 


apart from the fact that the fan mail 
invariably progresses to tell me that 
the writer first came across the game 
sometime shortly after completing 
potty training, and they’re amazed 
to find that I’m still alive. 

I wasn’t the only adventure game 
writer from those heady days who 
went on to less interesting things. A 
contemporary of mine, one Graham 
Cluley, wrote a cracking adventure 
called Jacaranda Jim (www. 
grahamcluley.com). I now see that 
Cluley is a computer virus specialist 
working for Sophos. I wouldn’t mind 
betting he gets more much fan mail 
about Jacaranda Jim than he does 
about antivirus software. 

I always intended to write a 
successor to The Golden Wombat but 
life, alas, got in the way. So, when I 
received an email from a modern- 
day game programmer a couple of 
weeks ago asking permission to write 
a sequel, I was happy to agree to it. 
It’s odd to think that a fictional world 
that I created almost 20 years ago is 
now being populated by someone 
else. This never happened with my 
spreadsheet reviews. PCP 


Clear the clutter from your PC, and put interactive menus on your website 


Now, getting back to that book on 
‘Degunking Windows’. This starts out 
by asking the obvious question: where 
does all the gunk come from? The 
answers it gives are that it comes from 
users who save files all over their hard 
disks, from temporary files which aren't 
as temporary as you may think, and 
from spam, cookies and applications. 
The application gunk is precisely what 
| complained of earlier — and which 
Microsoft, back in 1994, told me 
wouldn't happen: namely, a desktop 
filled with icons, and a start menu 
overloaded with cascading menus. 
Much of Degunking Windows is 
devoted to simple stuff, such as 


cleaning up your desktop and 
uninstalling programs you no longer 
need. But it also goes much further, 
even into areas where | personally 
would fear to tread. The very chapter 
title ‘Cleaning and Tweaking The 
Registry’ sends shivers down my spine. 
Overall this is a pretty good book. 
(Degunking Windows by Joli Ballew 
and Jeff Duntemann, Computer 
Manuals, www.compman.co.uk, £19). 
Finally, just as | began this month's 
column, | received a copy of Xara’s new 
MenuMaker 1.1. This is a program for 
designing interactive menus and 
navigation bars for web pages. It comes 
with about 300 ready-to-use samples of 


all kinds: 2D, 3D, plain, fancy, metallic 
and so on. You can change the text, 
fonts, colours and backgrounds, without 
ever having to get your hands dirty with 
HTML or JavaScript coding. The program 
itself generates all the code and 
graphics, and it even integrates with 
Microsoft's FrontPage or Macromedia’s 
Dreamweaver. This is a great program 
which, at around £14, is terrific value. 
For even more power, Xara’s WebStyle 

4 (about £40) integrates the features 

of MenuMaker with tools to design 

3D headings and logos, dividers, 
backgrounds and various other types 

of web graphics. Both programs are 
available from www.xara.com. E 





Last month | wrote about an 
unusual brainstorming tool 
called IdeaFisher. This aims to 
spark off ideas by helping you 
to find associations between 
words and phrases — for 
example, you start with ‘cat’, 
then you link to ‘cat burglar’, 
‘Midnight Caller’, ‘Nightmare 
On Elm Street’ and so on. 
IdeaFisher also offers an 
alternative method of 
brainstorming by asking you 
a set of questions related to 
a specific problem such as 
Story Writing or Product 
Development. The basic 
IdeaFisher software costs 
around £70, and you can buy 
additional question modules 
for about £30 each. Go to 
www.ideafisheruk.com. 





‘Degunking Windows’ not only 
has a snappy title, it even has 
a fab cover showing a typical, 
happy, Windows user. 
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PRICE £25 (£20 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Acronis +49 0803 194 1470 
(Germany) 

INFO www.acronis.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


CPU 2GHZz Intel Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP Pro 





ACRONIS PRIVACY 
EXPERT SUITE 7 


Features 00900000 
Performance @ @ 0 000 








PRICE £46 (£39 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Paragon Software Group 
+49 763 117 3318 (Germany) 

INFO www.paragon-gmbh.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 800MHz Athlon 
RAM 768MB 
OS Windows XP Home 


PARAGON HARD 

DISK MANAGER 5.5 

\ Value _ 000000000) 
\ Features 000000000) 
\ Performance @@@@@ 0000) 
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SOFTWARE 


PC SECURITY SUITE 


Acronis Privacy Expert Suite 7 


= a aa 


gDAasu4%ea ä 


M) any people run anti-virus 
software and think its enough to 
keep all undesirables out of their PC. It 
isnt; you need something more. 

Acronis’ Privacy Expert Suite 7 is a 
combination of tools designed to keep 
you free from the sort of things that 
you dont want on your PC. Its made 
up of 19 different tools that not only 
locate and destroy threats such as 
diallers and spyware, but also delete 
any unnecessary files that could be 
clogging up your PC. 


HARD DISK UTILITY 





It certainly looks the 
business, but what 
is it doing behind 
the scenes? 


Many of the 
suites tools perform 
housekeeping 
functions, such 
as cleaning up 
temporary files or 
opened/saved file 
history lists. This is a 
way of making sure 
that anyone who 
uses the PC after you 
doesnt know what 
you've been doing. This is useful if you 
work for GCHQ, and the data that youre 
dealing with is top secret, but not really 
that handy for the man on the street. 

As well as covering your tracks in 
terms of files, the suite also enables 
you to delete data from your PC. One 
way of doing this is to create a 
bootable disc. When you install the 
software, youre asked whether you 
want to do this. If you say ‘yes’, you 
can then delete files without starting 
Windows. However, if you dont want to 


go to these lengths theres also a built- 
in file shredder. You can select the files 
you want to delete, and then choose 
the standard at which you want them 
deleted. The lowest one, ‘Fast’, simply 
rewrites the data with zeros in a single 
pass. At the highest, ‘German’ standard, 
the file is written over with three 
alternating patterns of 00, FF and AA. 
One problem we had with the 
software was that when it performed 
a task such as Password Clean-up, or 
even a check for spyware, it didn't tell 
us what it had done. When we tested it 
on a PC that had been connected to 
the Internet without any spyware- 
detecting software on it, it found three 
‘spyware parasites’, as it called them. 
It then removed them without saying 
what they were. We probably didn't 
want the files, but it would have been 
useful to have known what they were. 
On the face of it, Privacy Expert 
Suite appears to do what it says. The 
fact that all of the features run without 
really explaining themselves is a worry, 
though, and makes us a little suspicious 
as to how effective it really is. 
Henry Tucker 


Paragon Hard Disk Manager 5.5 


Dap 
EDITOR'S 
= CHOICE 


O ack in the early days of personal 
computing, a ‘utilities disk’ would 
be a 5.25in floppy with several dozen 
shareware tools that purported to eke 
the most out of your 286, but in reality 
did very little. Thankfully, these have 
been replaced by powerful utilities 
such as Paragons Hard Disk Manager. 
We last reviewed it in October 2002, 
and gave it 9/10. Has enough changed 
in this release to justify an upgrade? 
This software does so much that its 
hard to describe it as a single product. 





The new, Linux-friendly 
version of Hard Disk 
Manager is even better 
than its predecessor. 


At its core, it 
manages hard disk 
partitions in the 
same vein as 
Partition Magic from 
PowerQuest. You can 
create, delete, and 
resize drives, convert 
to and from NTFS 
(and between the 
various NTFS 
versions), defrag and 
clone disks and create ‘virtual’ drives 
that sub-divide your space and allow 
moderate, password-based encryption. 
But what's particularly impressive about 
this product is that it allows seamless 
access to Linux drives — ext2, ext3, and 
ReiserFS — from within Windows. This 
is extended by an actual Linux port of 
the software, included as standard. 
There are downsides, but nothing 
terrible. For drive encryption, you have 
a choice of either 192-bit Triple DES or 
448-bit Blowfish, neither of which are 


considered ‘strong’ in today’s world. If 
this were extended to include Twofish 
or AES (Rijndael) we would feel safer. 
A second niggle is that you queue up 
changes to your drive before having 
them executed. This is standard 
procedure, but theres no obvious list 
displayed on screen; you need to click 
the ‘Changes’ button to see what's 
queued. This is aggravated by the 
undo button, where the tooltip helpfully 
says ‘undo last virtual operations’ (sic) 
as opposed to giving you the name of 
the operation that it would undo. The 
final irritation is a lack of design thinking 
in some places. Having 20 items under 
one menu is a bit extravagant, and 
means you can spend an inordinate 
amount of time hunting for a particular 
operation. The Defragment menu 
option is buried under a pop-up 
menu. We can only presume that 
this is an error on Paragons behalf. 
Theres no doubt that Hard Disk 
Manager is better than its predecessor, 
particularly as a result of the excellent 
Linux interaction. There are few more 
useful system utilities out there. 
Paul Hudson 








PRICE £1,150 (£1,020 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £15 (£13 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER PC World 0870 242 0444 
INFO www.pcworld.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 3.2GHz Intel Mobile Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB DDR333 

HDD 60GB Hitachi (5400rpm) 
DRIVES QS! DVD/RW 

GRAPHICS 64MB GeForce FX Go5300 
SCREEN 15in SXGA (1,400x1,050) 
SOUND Realtek AC’97 

SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11¢ Wi-Fi, 56K Modem, 
10/100 LAN 

PORTS 4x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
SD card reader, Parallel, PS/2, 

2x PCMCIA Type Il, VGA-Out, S-Video, 
Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Microsoft Windows XP 

Home Edition 

OTHER SOFTWARE 

Microsoft Works 70 

SIZE 43x326x2/5mm 

WEIGHT 3.4kg 


PCPlus 
MOBILE BENCHMARK 


PCPlus 
3D MARK 2001SE 


5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 


Four USB ports stand proudly in 
a row next to the usual VGA 
socket, and a multimedia- 
friendly S-Video option. 


CrcPlusratings 
ADVENT 7047 
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HARDWARE 


3.2GHz MOBILE PENTIUM 4 NOTEBOOK PC 


Advent /047 








hese days, far too many 
people are obsessed with 
extreme computing. Be it 
processor power, graphics, sound or 
anything else, its all about taking 
things to the limit. Here on PC Plus, 
we don't believe that things always 
need to be taken that far Were more 
interested in finding a machine that 
will do what we want it to do, without 
costing the Earth. Thats why we like 
the Advent 7047 

This is what's described as an 
‘occasionally mobile’ notebook. It's 
intended to serve mainly as a desktop 
replacement, but the silver chassis is 
plenty small and light enough to be 
carried between home and office. In 
fact, in terms of weight theres no 
reason why it couldnt manage the odd 
train journey as well. If you're planning 
more than a trip across town, though, 
it'll have to be on one of those shiny 
modern trains that cater for business 
travellers, because you're going to 
need to plug this baby in to charge it 
up. A working battery life of two hours 
wont even get you from London to 
Birmingham otherwise. 

The main reason for this mediocre 
lifespan is the choice of processor. 
Rather than install a low-voltage 
Pentium-M, Advent has opted for a 
Mobile Pentium 4. As weve said before, 
we don't really see why manufacturers 
use this chip, as it offers neither the 
dedicated notebook processors power- 
saving benefits, nor the raw speed of 
the desktop Pentium 4. In this case, 
though, it seems to have helped to 
keep the overall system cost down, 

SO were prepared to be a little more 
understanding, particularly as it's 
clocked at an impressive 3.2GHZz. 

Most of the other internal 
components are standard fare. 512MB 
of DDR333 RAM will serve most people 
quite nicely, and the same can be said 
about the 60GB, 5400rpm hard drive. In 
fact, with HD Tach recording a random 
access time of 2lms and a 22mb/s 
average read speed, this Hitachi model 
falls into the ‘above average’ category, 

Overall system performance is 
of a similar quality. A score of 116 in 
MobileMark2002 may not look like 
much, but this is hampered by the 
limited battery life that we've already 
discussed. More telling in terms of the 
/04/s desktop replacement aspirations 
is a SYSMark2002 result of 257 Around 
a year ago, we would have been 
saying that this was a good score for 
a desktop system and, even now, to 
see a notebook achieving that kind 
of result is impressive. The mobile 
Pentium 4 may not be as future-proof 


BATTERY LIFE 


2nr00 





The 7047's silver chassis is certainly pleasing on the eye, and while it’s fairly bulky, 
it’s light enough that most people won't mind taking it on the occasional journey. 





Rather than stick the the shortcut buttons 
on the front panel, Advent has opted to 
place them above the main keyboard. 


as, say, an Athlon 64 processor, but 
this set-up will handle any of today’s 
applications with aplomb. 


Let's get graphical 
The one area in which many sub- 
£1,500 notebooks fall down is 3D 
graphics. It's always reassuring, 
therefore, to find a stand-alone 
graphics card inside such a machine. In 
this instance, we have a 64MB Nvidia 
Go05300 — not the most powerful of 
its kind, but perfectly capable for most 
tasks. Only serious gamers should 
worry about this inclusion. Our tests 
recorded a creditable 8,934 in 
3DMark2001SE, and 1,231 in the 
DirectX 9-dependent 2003 version. 

In actual fact, there are a number 
of components to the /047 that can 
be described as surprising at this price. 
The QDI DVD/RW drive, for example, 
offers far more flexibility than the more 
usual option of a DVD-ROM/CD-RW 


combo. Even more 
interesting is the provision 
of 802.119 wireless 
capability. This standard 
seems to be slowly phasing 
out the slower 802.11b, but 
even so, we didn't expect It 
to work Its way down the 
price scale quite so quickly. 

Externally, the chassis 
feels sturdy enough, and 
the keyboard is among the 
more responsive mobile 
variations that we've 
encountered. The 15in SXGA screen is 
also of a reasonable quality, although 
neither brightness nor clarity is 
anything special. If you're looking for a 
true desktop replacement, you may 
find the design to be a little restrictive 
in terms of space, but as an occasional 
traveller, the 7047 works well. Theres 
also a good range of external 
connections, including four USB 2.0 
ports, a 4-pin FireWire and, unusually, 
an SD card reader. 

This is a well-balanced offering 
that combines the power of a desktop 
replacement with a certain degree of 
portability. Admittedly theres no one 
component that really grabs the 
attention, and were still not convinced 
that a Mobile P4 is the best choice of 
processor, but you'll struggle to find a 
notebook that provides better value for 
money. This is enhanced further by the 
bundling of Microsoft Works Z It's good 
to see that Advent is one manufacturer 
that concentrates on features and 
usability, rather than raw numbers. 
Russell James 





17in LCD MONITOR 


BenQ FP/6/-12 





Q here are very few arguments left 
for buying a CRT monitor. LCD 
screens are just as bright and just as 
clear, and the gains in terms of space 
and energy efficiency far outweigh 
the now insignificant price difference. 
The Cathode Ray Tubes last stand is 
based on 3D graphics. The slower 
response time of TFT panels means 
that hardcore gamers remain hesitant 
to make the switch. Thats why the 
FP/6/-12 is interesting. This is the first 
LCD display to feature a 12ms response 


20.1in LCD MONITOR 











O s part of our LCD monitor group 
test last month, we asked the 
question: ‘Why does a 20.1lin display 
cost twice as much as a 19in model?’ 
The answer given was that the larger 
panels are uncommon, meaning that 
its less economical for manufacturers 
to produce them. This in part explains 
the inflated price of the SDM-S204. 
However, £916 is still a huge amount 
to pay for any screen. Sony's latest 
offering, therefore, needs to bring us 
something a bit special. 


Sony SDM-S204 


The BenQ’s big feature 
is a 12ms response 
time, but it’s hard to 
see the benefits. 


time, shaving 4ms 
off the previous 
best, and bringing 
speeds much closer 
to what wed expect 
from the fastest CRIs. 
If were honest, 
though, its difficult 
to see much benefit 
in the step up from 
loms. Certainly, office 
users will gain nothing, and even with 
the quicker games, the difference is 
negligible. What's more, the other 
aspects of this screens performance 
are nothing special. Images are sharp 
enough, and colours distinct, but with 
a brightness rating of just 260cd/m2, 
youte forced to operate with this setting 
permanently at 100 per cent. That 
leaves little in reserve for darker images. 
Viewing angles are also disappointing; 
everything gets a little gloomy if you 
Stray far from the centre of the screen. 





The SDM-S204 has 
many qualities, but 
it’s hard to get away 
from that price tag. 


Initial impressions 
are fairly promising. 
The screen is smartly 
turned out in a 
uniform black, with 
a remarkably slim 
bezel. In a nice 
touch, youre even 
given completely 
black cables. These 
squirm in beneath a 
Slide-away back panel, behind which 
lurk two VGA connectors and a single 
DVI-I — a more than generous provision. 
The most obvious omission is an audio 
input; Sony has opted to do away with 
any tinny, in-built speakers. Frankly, this 
is music to our ears. Our only complaint 
design-wise concerns manoeuvrability. 
This hefty beast features neither pivot 
nor rotate functionality. 

The good news continues when 
you turn this monitor on. Its not the 
sharpest screen for small text, but 


HARDWARE 


Due to problems keeping display 
prices down, very few manufacturers 
are supplying much in the way of 
extras these days. It's therefore 
unsurprising to find that the FP/6/-12 
boasts only a very suspect pair of 
Stereo speakers. Were much more 
concerned, though, about the input 
selection, which amounts to a single 
D-SUB port. This is understandable, as 
the Government is currently considering 
a plan to include every monitor that’s 
equipped with a digital input in 
television import taxes. Considering the 
amount of PCs that come with only 
DVI-I outputs, though, it isn’t enough. 

BenQs latest does boast a simple, 
yet comprehensive, menu system, 
which boasts three pre-set colour 
settings and a user-defined option, 
plus the ability to adjust sharpness 
through five levels. However much you 
fiddle with the dials, though, you're 
never going to achieve a picture that’s 
any better than average. The 12ms 
response time is a bonus, but is it 
enough to warrant you buying this 
screen? We think not. 

Russell James 


colourful images take on a luxurious 
quality that puts most rivals to shame. 
Surprisingly, given a brightness rating of 
just 250cd/m2, theres plenty of intensity 
in reserve; you wont want brightness 
set at anything over 60 per cent for 
general use. The other figure that looks 
a little ropy is the 25ms response time. 
Again, though, we saw no evidence of 
this being a problem, except maybe 
with the very fastest 3D games. 

If you choose to fiddle about with 
the default settings, you'll find a simple 
menu system to be a great help. Colour 
options include 6500K and 9300K, and 
theres the added bonus of a backlight 
adjuster, which enables you to 
economise on electricity, 

But however much there may be 
thats good about the SDM-S204, we 
keep going back to that price. We find 
it very hard to recommend any 20.lin 
display when a sacrifice of just a single 
inch in diagonal size will save you 
around £400. Whats more, with Sony's 
new ultra-bright technology looming 
large on the horizon, we may well see 
even better screen quality very soon. 
Russell James 
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PRICE £363 (£309 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.bena.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1, 280x1,024dpi 
INPUTS D-SUB, Audio-In 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 100 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.264mm 

RESPONSE TIME 12ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
BRIGHTNESS 260cd/m2 

WEIGHT 64kg 





BENQ FP767-12 








PRICE £916 (£780 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 
www.microwarehouse.co.uk 
INFO wwwsony.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1,600x1,200dpi 
INPUTS 2x D-SUB, DVI-I 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 170 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.255mm 

RESPONSE TIME 25ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
BRIGHTNESS 250cd/m2 

WEIGHT 757kg 





SONY SDM-S204 


Features 00900000900 
OE AE e) 


OVERALL 








BUSINESS INTEGRATION 


BizTalk 2004 


hen the XML revolution was 
finally starting to kick off 
around the turn of the 
century, Microsoft was amongst the 
first to really make a splash with its 
release of BizTalk 2000. At the time it 
seemed like a smart idea: convert your 
business data to XML, then have an 
adaptor between your schema and 
another company’s schema, so that 
your XML could be seamlessly 
translated to their XML. Although it 
might all sound very abstract, the idea 
was good, and the product did well. 
This latest release in the line, however, 
continues Microsofts movement of 
BizTalk to a more general middleware 
role, and like any other middleware, 
this has made Bizlalk 2004 quite hard 
to pin down in a single definition. 





Goodbye Jupiter (for now) 

If you've followed Microsoft's business 
integration rumblings over the past two 
years or so, you'll be aware that 
everything was geared up to Project 
Jupiter — an integrated system that 
encompassed Bizlalk, Commerce 
Server, and Content Management 
Server. Microsoft's target for BizTalk 
always seems to have been IBM, with 
its perennially popular WebSphere 
Suite, and Jupiter was designed to be 
the killer app from Microsoft to take 
the crown away from IBM. Sadly this 
didn't come through, with Microsoft 
announcing in February of this year 
that Jupiter wasn't to be in the near 
future, and that its constituent parts 
would be sold separately. So, how 
does Bizlalk 2004 go for IBMS market 
share, and is it much different from 
earlier releases? 

The key difference in BizTalk 2004, 
compared with earlier releases, is that it 
has a new developer slant, thanks to 
tight integration with Visual Studio.NET. 
IBMs WebSphere has always been 
closely tied to Linux and Java, and prior 
releases of Bizlalk have basically been 
playing catch-up on this front. 
However, with the integration of 
Visual Studio, Microsoft has allowed 
developers to work in the environment 
most familiar to them — instead of the 
much-less friendly Visio tool that was 
previously forced — and this may well 
end up being popular. The integration 
is well done, and you'll find a handful 
of project templates built in, as well as 
a drag-and-drop designer for quick 
prototyping. Although its possible to 
use the designer to generate incredibly 
complex solutions, it quickly becomes 
unwieldy unless you run above and 
beyond a 1,600x1,200 resolution. 
Microsoft claims that the new Visual 





Configuration options 
methods are best suited for your needs, 


Do you want to Create a BizTalk Host Application? 





E Microsoft BizTalk Server 7004 Configuration Wizard [x 
Your answers to the folowing questions vall be used bo determine which configuration 


Do you want to create or join à BieTak Server group? 


Wil this Single Sign-On server (550) hold the master secret key? Note: The first Yes | 
server you configure in your SSO system must be the Master Secret Server, — 


Do you want to Create a BizTalk Isolated Host Application? 
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PRICE From £545 per CPU 

(£464 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Microsoft 0870 601 0100 
INFO www.microsoft.com/biztalk 


CPU 450MHz Pentium-compatible 
RAM 512MB 

OS Windows 2000 Server/Windows 
Server 2003, SQL Server 2000 


(cote 
CPU 1GHz Dual-Pentium 3 

RAM 1GB 
+ OS Windows Server 2003 
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BizTalk configuration is much more complex with the latest release, and the wizard 
is likely to take up to 30 minutes of data entry to complete. 


Studio.NET integration leads to a 40 
per cent developer productivity 
improvement, which seems to us like 
a number plucked from thin air. 

The most basic edition of Bizlalk is 
£545 per CPU; however that's only a 
small part of the cost. BizTalk requires 
at least Windows 2000 Server to run, 
although if you want all the 
functionality activated you need 
Windows Server 2003, and you also 
need to purchase Microsoft SQL Server 
2000. This ‘Partner Edition’ of BizTalk is 
the cheapest available, and only 
supports integration with up to three 
trading partners. 


Licensed to bill 

If you want more, you can choose 

the Standard Edition, which supports 
integration with up to 20 trading 
partners for a fee of £3,815 per CPU, 

or, if you want to support integration 
with as many trading partners as you 
please, you need the Enterprise Edition, 
which comes in at £13,624 per CPU. 
Keep in mind that this is still only the 
base cost; add the £2,725 per CPU 
licence for SQL Server (plus extra for 
client access licences) and the £545 for 
Windows Server 2003 (plus extra for 
more CALs) and youre looking at a very 
hefty price tag indeed. 

As the main drive of this particular 
release is developer support through 
integration with Visual Studio.NET, 
which itself retails at a minimum of 
£545 per developer, it seems a little 
crazy that the minimum buy-in price is 
around £5450, which is just enough for 


the basic edition of all the software 
and three developers at the most. 
IBM, for its part, continues to drive Its 
Own open-source 
Java IDE, Eclipse, 
and work to build 
on top of other 
open-source 
projects like Linux 
and Apache to 
produce its 
products. As a 
result, the initial 
cost of using IBM 
is substantially 
lower, although 
some at Microsoft 
have argued that 
the TCO is higher 
— its hard to 

tell without real independent studies, 
but on the face of it, Microsoft's prices 
seem incredibly steep. 

With Jupiter still looming on the 
horizon, and Bizlalk 2004 not really 
offering any substantial improvements 
over 2002 beyond even more 
integration with Microsoft products, we 
wouldn't be surprised if people saw 
this release as one to skip. Unless you 
really have a need for the Visual Studio 
tie-ins, youre probably better off 
sticking with your existing deployment. 
If you feel the urge to get the latest 
and greatest integration suite, consider 
shopping around — both BEA and IBM 
have similar offerings based around 
the Java platform, and you'll probably 
find their solutions cheaper. 

Paul Hudson 





BizTalk is now wholly integrated 
into Visual Studio.NET, which 
means you can drag-and-drop 
your design, then plug in your 
XML data behind the scenes. 
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LINUX 


Linux Shell 


Scripting With Bash 


PRICE £18 (£15 ex VAT) ISBN 0-672-32642-6 AUTHOR Ken O. Burtch 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


O ash (Bourne Again Shell) is 
probably the most used, if 
not most popular, programming 
environment on Linux. It isn’t the 
only shell out there, but being the 
default command language 
interpreter for so many people does 
mean that getting to grips with it 
isn't a bad idea. Burtch, the head 
honcho at PegaSoft, one of the 
longest-established Linux companies 
in Canada, makes this possible with 
a comprehensive guide for users 
and administrators alike. 

The book itself is highly 
accessible for a Linux reference. 
It'S too crammed with code and 
seemingly impenetrable text for the 
average Windows user, but anyone 
whos been at the Linux coalface for 
any time will understand where it's 
coming from. Burtch takes simple 
concepts and develops them to their 
inevitably complex ending in such a 
way that you dont feel lost. While it 
covers essentials such as good script 
design, database scripting, system 


TECHNICAL SUPPORT 


PC 
Annoyances 


Linux Shell 
Scripting with Bash 


admin and security, web scripting 
and TCP/IP theres also an impressive 
emphasis on the practical and real 
world. You'll find a complete script 
for a resource monitoring and 
troubleshooting program, but also 
be directed as to how Bash can be 
used to manage process flow, 
schedule jobs and automate 
business tasks. 

Davey Winder 





PRICE £10 (£8 ex VAT) ISBN 0-596-00593-8 AUTHOR Steve Bass 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


Q he subtitle of ‘How to Fix 
the Most Annoying Things 
About Your Personal Computer’ 
kind of gives the game away here. 
Should further clues be needed, 
then perhaps it might help if | was 
to mention that the author is a 
Contributing Editor to the US 
magazine ‘PC World’, where he 
writes a home office column. This 
is 20 years of computer experience 
condensed into 1/5 pages containing 
220 solutions to the most annoying 
problems you could possibly have 
with your PC. 

The index is almost superfluous, 
as the contents pages are supremely 
designed — they're divided into 
seven topics (email, Windows, 
Internet, Microsoft Office, Windows 
Explorer, music/video/cd and 
hardware), with sub-topics flagged 
in each. This means that there are 
two ways to use the book. You can 
just browse and do the ‘well | didnt 
know that’ thing if you have the 
time, or you can quickly jump to a 
specific solution to a particular bug. 
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How to Fixihe Most Amnoying Things 
About tar Personal Compter 





This isn't the sort of thing that 
you would normally expect from an 
O'Reilly book — the presentation is 
far from dry. You get the usual 
authority of content, but with lots of 
illustration, lots of humour, and an 
almost magazine-like layout. Some 
of the tricks and tips you'll already 
know, others you might have read 
about in PC Plus, but it makes for a 
good gift buy nonetheless. 

Davey Winder 





READING MATTERS 


WEB DESIGN 


Flash MX Professional 


2004 Unleashed 


PRICE £25 (£21 ex VAT) ISBN 0-672-32606-X AUTHOR David Vogeleer and Matthew Pizzi 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


W) eb users generally either love 
or hate using Macromedia 
Flash, but if youre a web designer 
I'll wager that you fall into the latter 
category, and for a very good 
reason. When used properly, its hard 
to beat as a design and delivery 
mechanism for low-bandwidth yet 
highly-attractive websites — but the 
key phrase here is, of course, ‘when 
used properly’, and this is where 
this book comes in. 

Flash MX Professional 2004 is a 
programming API with both scripting 
capabilities and server-side 
connectivity, making it far easier to 
develop high-performance content. 
Like all ‘Unleashed’ books, this one 
assumes that youre already familiar 
with the subject matter, although it 
does devote a small section at the 
Start to the basics for any beginner 
foolish enough to jump in at the 
deep end. The intermediate to 
advanced user will gain the most, 
however, as the book tackles the 
higher end subjects, such as using 


NETWORKS 


Windows Server 2003 
A Beginner's Guide 


PRICE £21 (£18 ex VAT) ISBN 0-07-219309-3 AUTHOR Martin S. Matthews 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


D indows Server 2003 is 
perhaps the most unlikely of 
topics to cover in a beginners guide. 
Not that its a bad idea in itself, but 
the very concept of making 
Windows Server 2003 easy in any 
shape or form sends shivers down 
our spines. Having said that, we 
must applaud Mr Matthews for his 
effort, and his editing team for the 
excellent layout of the book. 

This isn't a beginners guide to 
networking, server-side computing, 
or even Windows Server as a 
product. You'll need to have some 
knowledge of all the above before 
getting started here, and assuming 
that this is the case then you wont 
be disappointed. The approach of 
taking everything one component 
at a time works well; every concept 
gets divided into modules for self- 
paced learning, and each module 
starts with the critical skills covered 
within, and ends with mastery 
checks by way of short answer 
tests. Throughout the book ‘ask the 
experts’ Q&A sections provide tips, 


Macromedia 


Flash MX 
Professional 2004 


SAMS UNLEASHED 





ActionScript 2, developing complex 
web applications, the integration 
between Flash and ASP ColdFusion 
and XML and mastering the new 
video capabilities in Flash MX 2004. 
At just under 900 pages this is no 
slim volume, but the bulk of it is 
well populated with real world tips 
and tutorials covering all the major 
Flash concepts. 

Davey Winder 
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and self-assessment progress 
checks help you to maintain self- 
confidence. Practical projects 
enable you to apply the knowledge 
as you learn it, and key networking 
configurations are illustrated in detail 
by way of the blueprint sections. 

All of this adds up to an extremely 
easy way to learn about migrating, 
deploying, networking, and 
administering Windows Server 2003. 
Davey Winder 
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SOFTWARE 


FILE COMPARISON PROGRAM 


PRICE £15 (£13 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Grig Software 
sales @grigsoft.com 
INFO www.grigsoft.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 1.5MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


CPU 2.66GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 1GB 
OS Windows XP Pro 


D eve all been there: you make a 
few last minute bug fixes to your 
source code, fire up the program and — 
Bang! — something has inexplicably 


Stopped working. Unfortunately, you 
cant remember exactly what changes 





STD ou made, so youre in for a long, 
COMPARE IT! tedious debugging session! Fortunately, 
VERSION 3.5.1.975 


theres an easier way. If you've got 

a back-up of your old source code 
(most IDES generate a back-up copy 
automatically) you can use a file- 
comparison program to review the 


Value 009000009000 








Features 0090000000 
Performance A AAAA Ae) 





CODE EDITOR 


PRICE £158 (£135 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Developer Express 
+1 702 262 0609 (USA) 

INFO www.devexpress.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


A i 


CPU 2.66GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 1GB 
OS Windows XP Pro 


M) ark Miller, the man behind 
CodeRush for Delphi, has 
made the move to Developer Express, 
where hes been working hard on a 


new version of CodeRush aimed 
specifically at Visual Studio.NET. For 


Cnr the sake of brevity, we'll refer to 
CODERUSH FOR VISUAL CodeRush for Visual Studio.NET as 
STUDIO.NET 1.0.12 


simply ‘CodeRush’;; don't confuse it 
with the older Delphi product. 
Installing CodeRush is easy; the 
installer auto-detects VS.NET 2002 or 
VS.NET 2003 and offers to install for 


Value 009000000 
Features 00900000900 
Performance @0 0000009000 
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Compare It! contains 
lots of features 
for side-by-side 
file comparison. 


changes made. 
Compare It! is a 
great example of 
such a tool. With two 
files (Source and 
target) loaded into 
the utility, you can 
instantly see a side- 
by-side display of 
any differences 
between them. 
Source code that appears in only one 
file is represented as a hashed area in 
the other, and vice-versa. To the left of 
the text display is a smaller overview 
bar, which provides the ‘big picture’ by 
graphically representing the contents 
of both files with coloured segments to 
represent matching areas. Chunks of 
text that have been moved from one 
part of the file to another are shown 
by interconnecting lines. Clicking 
anywhere in the overview bar will 
instantly take you to that part of the 


The new CodeRush 
integrates into VS.NET, 
and can be extended 
with plug-ins. 


one or both. When 
you next fire-up 
VS.NET, you'll see a 
‘CodeRush’ top-level 
menu from where 
you can configure 
CodeRush, read 

the User Guide 

and more. 

As the User 
Guide explains, 
Codekush is all about increasing 
productivity without breaking into a 
sweat. The primary focus is on the 
code editor, since that’s where 
developers spend most of their time. 
One of the key aspects of CodeRush 
is the extensive template support. For 
example, type ‘tf’ within the editor, hit 
the Space bar and — voila — CodeRush 
Spits out a nicely-formatted try-finally 
block with proper indentation, ready 
for you to add the task-specific code. 
Naturally, you can change the 


Compare It! Version 3.5.1.975 


file, and the current position Is 
highlighted with a small marker. 

Although Compare It! isnt designed 
specifically for use by developers (it 
will work with any text files), the author 
has added a lot of developer-specific 
features such as syntax highlighting. 
C++, C#, Java, Object Pascal (Delphi) and 
HTML are all supported. Compare It! 
also works with Word files, and can 
compare one file against another 
inside a ZIP file. It will compare very 
large files very quickly; this makes it 
great for comparing ‘before and after’ 
registry dumps to see what changes 
have been made by an application or 
system update. 

Obviously, it's not just a browser 
— with a single mouse click, you can 
move changes from one file to another. 
The current version also includes full 
text-editing capabilities, and of course 
theres an Undo facility. Whether you're 
recovering from some file-editing 
disaster, or just want to see what VCL 
changes Borland made between 
Delphi 5 and 6, Compare It! is a very 
nifty little program. 
Dave Jewell 


CodeRush for Visual Studio.NET 1.0.12 


characters used to specify this 
particular template, and you can even 
alter the template trigger if you want 
(for example, use a tab key instead 
of space). The number of built-in 
templates is huge. 

Another cool feature is the ability to 
‘link’ identifiers. Suppose you've got a 
standard C* ‘for’ loop. Typically, the for- 
loop variable will be specified at least 
three times; once to set the initial 
value, again to specify the range of 
the loop, and yet again to specify the 
increment value. Using the linked 
identifiers feature, you can change 
the variable name in one place, 
and the other linked references will 
automatically update to follow suit. 

As with the Delphi version, you 
can write your own CodeRush plug-ins 
to further enhance and customise the 
IDE in lots of ways. All the details of 
how to do this are included with the 
product. Theres far more to CodeRush 
than can be mentioned here, but a 
fully-functional evaluation version can 
be downloaded from the Developer 
Express website. 

Dave Jewell 





MULTIMEDIA AUTHORING 





f you were asked to list 
multimedia authoring 
software, you would 
probably come up with Macromedia 
Director, and be hard pressed to think 
of a potential rival. The market has 
certainly been dominated by that one 
title, which we reviewed back in PC 
Plus 214, but with a price tag in excess 
of a grand you'll need to be a 
dedicated user to even consider the 
industry-standard software. 

In contrast, the Opus range of 
multimedia titles provide a more 
modestly-priced suite of options that 
may be more suited to not just the 
budget-restricted user, but also the 
more casual or novice multimedia 
author. Opus Pro 04 is the latest release 
from the Digital Workshop stable, and 
provides a powerful and versatile 
multimedia development environment 
at a reasonable price. But how does it 
perform, and can it be considered a 
serious rival to the more established 
Macromedia option? 

Put in context within the Opus 
range, Opus Pro 04 is the lightweight 
version of the feature-heavy Opus Pro 
XE, although it sits above the more 
entry-level Opus Presenter application. 
The title isn't overly restricted, as It 
incorporates the power of a Scripting 
language and database support, 
while retaining the ease of use of 
Opus Presenter. 

To the new user, Opus Pro presents 
itself through a clearly-identifiable 
interface, with a tabbed approach to 
the content of your developing work 
providing immediate access to any 
objects, actions, pages, templates, 
components and the underlying script. 

If youre new to the whole concept 
of multimedia authoring, the inclusion 
of a Start Wizard, which offers options 
to create new publications from scratch 
or with the aid of predefined templates, 
wont only get you started with the 
software, but also with the media in 
general. The sequence of steps that's 
presented enables you to define a 
specific presentation type using a 
selection of design templates, and 
although the look and feel may not 
suit all users, it will help to speed the 
learning process. 

Through such touches it soon 
becomes apparent that the developer 
has made a conscious effort to attract 
new creative users, including web 
developers and graphic designers who 
may have had little experience of 
multimedia authoring, and who may 
be a bit wary of diving in at the deep 
end with applications such as Director. 
Similarly, the templates included 





Digital Workshop Opus Pro 04 
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Click To Add Bullet Points Text... 
Click To Add Bullet Points Text ... 
Click To Add Bullet Points Text... 
Click To Add Bullet Points Text ... 
Click To Add Bullet Points Text ... 





The Opus Pro 04 interface remains uncluttered, with easy access to the key functions. 
To get more high-end options, though, you'll need the more expensive XE version. 
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The Wizards not only help you find your 
feet with the software, but also provide 
a usable selection of options. 


provide a comprehensive range of 
options suited to those developing 
interactive training material, bringing 
the software into the reaches of 
technically-advanced teachers as well. 

For existing users, the new and 
enhanced features are too many to list, 
including practical additions such as 
integrated CD-R burning and more 
functional additions such as the Clone 
Drag option, which bears similarities to 
Photoshops ‘drag duplication’ feature. A 
cursory glance through other features 
found in the 04 release reveals back-up 
to ZIP improved sound compression, 
the ability to copy general appearance 
including border, background and so 
on from one object to another, custom 
syntax colour highlighting and full- 
screen Direct X publication. 

The list goes on, but you can see 
how such new features, not to mention 
the seemingly endless list of 
enhancements, all go towards an 





impressive evolution of the 
software to make the overall 
package a much more fully- 
featured and usable application. 
It soon becomes apparent 
that Opus Pro has no illusions 
of really taking on the might 
of Director, and instead offers 
a range of options aimed at a 
more intermediate user base. 
This is certainly supported 
by the ease with which the 
software makes itself available. 
With the various Wizards 
helping you to get started, it simply 
becomes a process of making use of a 
comprehensive selection of templates, 
or dragging common components that 
range from simple text buttons through 
to fully-featured search capabilities. The 
interface also presents itself in an easy 
to grasp manner, remaining uncluttered 
but with immediate access to all the 
tools and options you'll ever need, 
through intelligently laid-out tools and 
dialogue settings, which only make 
themselves apparent when required. 
This software could well be 
precisely the kind of solution that 
many creatives, who may specialise in 
other fields such as web authoring or 
graphic design, have been looking for 
to take care of their basic multimedia 
requirements. Theres no need to 
spend hours on end mastering routine 
functions, and theres always a useable 
range of templates and comprehensive 
help documentation. Theres certainly 
a large potential user base waiting to 
discover its abilities. 
Chris Schmidt 
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PRICE £300 (£255 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Digital Workshop 
0870 120 2186 

INFO www.digitalworkshop.com 


CPU 450MHz Pentium II or equivalent 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 1.4GHz Athlon 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP Home SP1 


It may not rival the might of 
Director, but for non-specialists 
who need to create basic 
multimedia presentations 
quickly, Opus Pro 04 offers 
powerful and user-friendly 
options without requiring too 
much investment in terms of 
either time or money. 
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Accessing and editing 
underlying content such as the 
script is possible directly from 
the WYSIWYG interface. 


DIGITAL WORKSHOP 
OPUS PRO 04 





PRINT MANAGEMENT 





EDTools Pri 


e EDTools PrintQuota 


O Ithough modern printers are 
almost noiseless and are 
shrinking to the point of non-existence, 
that doesnt mean running costs have 
fallen. In environments such as schools, 
universities, and most companies, 
reams of paper are printed out daily, 
which makes printing one of the 
highest business resource costs around 
after manpower. Talk is cheap, but with 
the price of ink in ink cartridges costing 
more than Dom Perignon, its no 
surprise that one company has come 


SECURE EMAIL 





FS CenturionMail 


Ihis is an 


encrypted message 


Please enter the password 


nturionsoft.com 


www.ce 


—(enturionSoft 


Y) ou dont open executables sent 
to you by email. Not if they're 
from someone you trust, or even if the 
executable is called ILOVEYOU.exe. This 
is the message we've all been working 
hard to drill into the heads of every 
computer user: by opening executable 
files in emails, youre a liability. So 

you can imagine our surprise when 
CenturionMail 2 lands on our desk. 

It takes a Message sent either from 
Outlook or from its own custom client, 
wraps It up in 128-bit Advanced 











ntQuota 


Why should print 
management be 
difficult? The answer 
is that it shouldn't be. 


up with an excellent 
product to help keep 
printing costs down. 

That company 
is EDIools, which 
specialises in 
software for 
educational 
institutions. 
PrintQuota comes 
with a selection 
of functionality, but its core ability is 
monitoring the print-related actions 
of users in your Active Directory. As 
Standard you can assign each user 
with a quota — how much they can 
print in a month, in black and white 
and colour — and it will restrict people 
to this. You can mix this in with more 
complex calculations involving price, 
or even the time of day, and PrintQuota 
will transparently keep working. 

The most obvious thing about 
PrintQuota is that the interface is 


here — but how do you 
agree the password in 
the first place? 


Encryption Standard 
(AES) encryption, and 
mails it off. ‘Perfect,’ 
we thought, ‘finally 
someone has done 
mail encryption right’. 
Sadly that feeling 
only lasted a few 
moments after we 
installed the product. 
Our first test was to 
send a simple ‘hello world’ message 
with no attachments, and what did we 
receive? A 180KB executable file that, 
when opened (and we actually 
disconnected our network cable before 
opening the executable, simply 
because it's not worth the risk) 
prompted for the password, and then 
displayed the message. Behind the 
scenes, 128-bit AES is an incredibly 
hard to crack encryption mechanism, 
SO werfe sure the program is doing a lot 
of work. However, why a 1KB message 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


entirely uncluttered and user-friendly. 
Although a comprehensive PDF 

manual is included, it's quite frankly 
unnecessary — you Can jump in as a 
first-time user and have it configured 

in minutes. This is largely down to the 
fact that PrintQuota automatically scans 
your Active Directory, PDC, or local 
computer to grab a user list for quick 
configuration, but also because no time 
has been wasted adding superfluous 
features. For example, the reports are 
all generated in Microsoft Excel format 
— clicking the Reports button generates 
the data and opens it up using Excel 
directly, rather than in some hacked- 
together spreadsheet clone. 

This means more time has been 
spent on the key parts of the program. 
For example, all the messages that 
can be sent back to users with print 
information are customisable, with a 
simple entry scheme for variables 
such as username, quota allowance 
remaining, and so on. Again, this is all 
done through a childishly-simple GUI 
that follows a design we wish other 
companies would take on board. 

Paul Hudson 


Centurion Soft CenturionMail 2 


Type the secret password 


has to end up being 180KB is hard to 
believe, particularly as if this system 
were to be used on any scale at all 
the Internet would grind to a halt. 

Furthermore, the direct action of 
telling users ‘Yes, go ahead and open 
this attachment despite it being an 
executable’ goes directly against 
what we've been telling people all 
this time, and were extremely surprised 
to see a security company doing this. 
IF exceptions were possible, such as 
‘iS okay to open executables from 
people you trust’, or ‘CenturionMail 
executables are safe, you can open 
them’, then all we would see is the 
next big virus masquerading as a 
CenturionMail message. 

Beyond that, technically theres little 
to criticise the product. Although AES 
isn't the most secure of mechanisms, 
its more than enough in today’s 
computing environment, and if you 
only intend to use this product with 
very trusted people then it perhaps has 
a legitimate use, but, we really can't 
recommend this product unless you 
like playing the .EXE lottery. 

Paul Hudson 
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PRICE £320 (£270 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Richmond Systems 
www.richmondsys.co.uk 

INFO www.edtools.net 


CPU 100MHz Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 2000, XP 


CPU 1GHz Pentium Ill 
RAM 2GB 
OS Windows XP 





EDTOOLS PRINTQUOTA 
@0000000 


Value 
Features 0090000900 


Performance @0 00000900900 


OVERALL 





PRICE £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER CenturionSoft 
www.centurionsoft.com 

INFO www.centurionsoft.com 


CPU 100MHz Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98, NT, Me, 2000, XP 


CPU 800MHz Athlon 
RAM 768MB 
OS Windows XP 





CENTURION SOFT 
CENTURIONMAIL 2 





cE 0090000 


Features Ci 2X3) 
0090900090 


Performance 


OVERALL 











PRICE £20 (£17 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwfiretrust.com 
INFO www/firetrust.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 16MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


CPU 1.4GHz Athlon XP 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP 





FIRETRUST 
MAILWASHER PRO 4 
Value 0090000000 








Features 009000090000 


Performance AA AE) 
OVERALL (9) 





PRICE £15 (£13 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Audiotrieve 

www.inboxer.com 

INFO www.inboxer.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


AUDIOTRIEVE 
INBOXER 1.2 
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SOFTWARE 


SPAM FILTER 


Firetrust MailWasher Pro 4 
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Colour coding makes 
Swal it easy to distinguish 
legitimate mail from 
that deemed spam. 
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database in the 
previous version, this 
title has found itself 
at the fore of the 





siup 
EDITOR'S 


CHOICE 
A) nyone whos had an email 
account for longer than two 

weeks will be able to put you in touch 
with contacts for bedroom-enhancing 
super pills, or struggling African princes 
desperate to dump millions of dollars 
into your bank account. Of course, such 
communication should be canned and 
Stacked on a supermarket ‘Spam’ shelf. 

Fortunately, software like MailWasher 
Pro is around to take care of such 
annoyances. Since the software began 
to develop the FirstAlert! spam 








SPAM FILTER 





market. The latest 
version finds the 
FirstAlert! method 
officially launched, 
together with a 
number of new 
features that further 
streamline the processing of suspect 
email, while protecting legitimate mail 
so only relevant communication gets 
through to your mail client. 

The FirstAlert! method has proved 
successful with beta testers, and 
introduces the crucial facility of 
comparing received emails with the 
ORDB and SpamCop databases to 
automatically recognise and highlight 
problem mail. This can be bounced 
back to the sender to give the 
impression that your email address is 








no longer active. This should get it 
removed from the spammers contact 
list, or reported to the FirstAlert! 
administrators should new spam 
remain unidentified. The FirstAlert! 
system is so powerful that Firetrust has 
decided that it requires an additional 
subscription. Still, at a mere $7 (£3.85) a 
year, you'll soon notice the benefits. 

Another key enhancement is the 
new Learning System, which identifies 
spam mail based on comparison with 
prior-marked emails. Such mail is now 
colour coded, making it easier to spot 
mail that can safely be ignored. 

The software is easy to use, and 
will quickly become a valuable ally in 
the battle against spam. If youre still to 
be convinced, head to the Firetrust site 
and get hold of the free trial version. 
This ts fully-functional, but will only 
Support a single email account. If 
youre fed up of receiving email offers 
that you know are too good to be true 
and find creating new rules in Outlook 
every day to be as tedious as the junk 
mail itself, MailWasher could be just 
what your'e looking for. 

Chris Schmidt 


Audiotrieve InBoxer 1.2 





© pam, spam, spam, spam. No 
matter what software you have 
in place, itS a never-ending pain. 
Unsurprisingly, InBoxer is a Bayesian 
filtering plugin for Microsoft Outlook — 
the most flexible variety, thanks to its 
ability to learn what you personally 
consider spam and easily filter it out, 
rather than applying the same set of 
rules to every user. Spam is drop-kicked 
Straight into the Blocked folder, with 
questionable messages held in a 
separate Review folder for you to pick 


Outlook spammers 
have finally met their 
match in the shape 
of InBoxer 1.2. 


through and approve 
or deny as necessary, 
Repeat over the 
course of a couple 
of weeks so InBoxer 
can get a feel for 
your email, and it 
quickly becomes 





Bayesian filtering 
is nothing new, but 
InBoxer handles it very well. A pair of 
Sliders determine how dubious a 
message has to be before facing either 
of your filters, giving your control over 
how draconian InBoxer should be, and 
you can bring up an analysis of each 
message to see which words caused 
InBoxer to raise its eyebrows. In addition 
to this, while it can’t read an external 
blacklist and automatically kill known 
Spammers (or process messages on 
your server to prevent you having to 
download the spam in the first place), 


very accurate indeed. 


you can Set it up to automatically trust 
email from specific addresses and 
domains so nothing is lost by accident. 

InBoxer is extremely well-integrated 
into Outlook; its buttons sit unobtrusively 
on the main taskbar, and appear and 
disappear as necessary. Unlike many 
filters, opt to keep a blocked mail and 
it Snaps Instantly back into its home 
directory, saving you from having to 
manually drag-and-drop it into 
position. Moreover, you can hand-pick 
which folders are protected, making It 
unnecessary to worry about any 
preconfigured rules you have in place 
(although you'll want to switch off 
Outlook's default junk-mail filtering to 
prevent any spambusting slapfights). 

While InBoxer is more restrictive 
than many antispam tools due to Its 
reliance on Outlook, it works excellently 
in its home environment. A couple of 
weeks of use was all it took to get the 
false positive rate down to an average 
of none In daily use, and very few when 
deluged with a couple of thousand test 
messages. Look out spammers, 
Outlooks back in business again. 
Richard Cobbett 





1U RACKMOUNT SERVER 


PRICE £820 (£698 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Upgrade Options 
0800 00 8006 

INFO www.upgrade.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


ommodity hardware leads to 
commodity prices, or at least 
thats the maxim followed in 
the desktop market. But if reliability 
really counts — if you simply can't afford 
to have system downtime on any level 
— you need to pay extra, Irrespective 
of how much of a commodity the 
hardware is. In this situation were 
always happy to see low-cost 
servers, especially from 
such an established 
brand as Gigabyte. 

This machine comes 
with a 2.8GHz Pentium 4 chip 
at the core, and 1GB DDR RAM backing 
it up. Although this is far from the 
cutting edge of Intels 
technology, not even up to 
the level of Hyperthreading, it’s 
still a fair chunk of computing 
power by anyones standards. 
There are also two 40GB hard 
disks in here, which is again a 
fair way from the best available, 
but at this price it’s a fair 
trade-off. The only component 
Gigabyte hasn't cut down on is 
the RAM, as this is often the 
difference between a good 
server and a great server. 
Without having a dual-CPU board, this 
1U server isn't likely to see much work 
as a HPC device, but its a cheap and 
easy way to add a server to your 
Current set-up. 

One thing were particularly glad 
to see here is the inclusion of two 
PS2 ports — a dying breed on more 
expensive servers. It seems to us quite 
odd that a budget server has two PS2 
ports where often £25,000 servers 
don't. However, if you've already 
invested in that USB keyboard and 
mouse, your money Is quite safe: this 
machine has four USB ports in total: 
two on the front and two on the back. 


CPU 2.8GHz Pentium 4 

RAM 2x 512MB ECC 

HD 2x 40GB 7200RPM ATA-100 
IDE hard drives 

VGA Onboard ATi Rage XL 
SMB graphics controller 
CHIPSET Intel Brookdale 845E 
NETWORK Dual Intel 82550 
10/100Mb/s Ethernet controller 








At only 1U in size, there isn't a 
whole lot of room for LEDs and 
buttons, which makes the front 
face simple but stylish. 


Go faster stripe 

The days of the Pentium 4, as it comes 
to performance, are numbered, and 
unless Intel chooses to enable its 
AMD64-like 64-bit extensions in the 
existing Pentium 4 line, we expect it 

to always drag substantially behind 
the Athlon 64. 

For full performance testing we ran 
our own installation of Linux Formats 
LXFBench 2004 benchmark, using 
Red Hat Enterprise Linux 3. The CPU 
performance was pretty much exactly 
what we would expect from this 
machine, scoring 1.54 — our yardstick 
machine, a 1.8GHz Pentium 4 with 
512MB RAM, scores 1. 

One area where this server 
definitely managed a good score was 


CrcPiusratings 
GIGABYTE SR114E 
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EXPERT REVIEWS 


Gigabyte SR114E 


















Are ultra-low-end specs and rock-bottom prices the future of Intel’s flagship Xeon chip? 
For now at least, the Opteron claims the performance crown, but watch this space... 





The SR114E comes complete with a 
documentation CD, but a set of Mandrake 
10 CDs would have been helpful too. 


in RAM: 1.77 places it substantially 
faster than the yardstick, largely thanks 
to the 553MHz front-side bus. The hard 
disk score was 1.14, which is about 
average, given that this machine only 
has ATA-100 drives. If you aren't in need 
of too much drive space, you could 
Stripe the two drives together and get 
a slim boost to this score. 


Quietly impressive 
With pretty uninspiring benchmarks, 
the SRII4E has to rely heavily on its 
build quality and price. As this server 
isn't using two CPUs, and the one CPU 
it is using isn't the latest and greatest, 
its no surprise that it doesn’t require 
too many fans to operate. As a result, 
this machine is comparatively very 
quiet, and always runs cool — even 
after several benchmarks being run. 
Another big plus factor is that the 
system comes bundled with excellent 
documentation — two booklets 
(installation guide and user guide) 


were provided, along with 
an information CD. Again, 
this seems a little hard to 
understand at first: why 
does this budget server 
come with first-class 
documentation, when 
servers which cost 10 
times as much come with 
nothing? All we can say is 
Kudos to Gigabyte for 
bucking the trend. 

With no OS provided, 
not even a set of Mandrake 
10 CDs (which would cost less than £1 
to burn), this machine certainly has 
room for improvement, however that's 
pretty much where the negatives end 
— the rest of the server is excellent 
value for money, well-built, and well- 
documented. One of the most 
impressive things about Gigabyte 
servers is that they have such a 
comprehensive range — you can ask 
for two CPUs, more RAM, SCSI hard 
disks, or whatever combination you 
want and Gigabyte can provide it. 

At this price, it's hard to go far 
wrong with the SRII4E. You get much 
of the power of modern components 
from top-name brands, with all the 
backing that only a computing giant 
such as Gigabyte can provide, and all 
at a fantastic price. Although it's true 
that an Athlon 64/Opteron machine 
will outperform this system by quite a 
margin, weve yet to see any coming 
on to the market at quite this low a 
price. If youre looking for a new server 
to handle web, database, or LDAP 
services, this is a safe bet. 

Paul Hudson 





PRICE £381 (£325 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0870 547 4747 
INFO wwwhp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4,800x1,200 dpi 
PRINT SPEED 20ppm A4 mono, 
15ppm A4 colour, llppm A3 mono, 
9ppm A3 colour 

MEMORY 16MB 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 150 sheets 
INTERFACE USB 20, Parallel 


SIZE 592x379x177mm aa 


WEIGHT 11kg 





HP DESKJET 9670 
Value 009000000 
Features 0090000000 


EN AA AEO) 


OVERALL 







PRICE £249 (£212 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0870 547 4747 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 1 200 dpi 
SCAN RESOLUTION 

600x600 dpi, 24-bit 

PRINT SPEED 14ppm 

COPY SPEED 14cpm 

FAX 33.6kbps (3 secs per page) 
MEMORY 32MB 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 150 sheets 
ADF CAPACITY 30 sheets 
INTERFACE USB 20, Parallel 
SIZE 426x470x445mm 

WEIGHT 9.3kg 


HP LASERJET 3510 
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HARDWARE 


A3 INKJET PRINTER 





_ i 
PEREORMANCE 
SAWARD 


Oo nkjets are no longer the poor 
relation of ‘proper’ laser printers; 
check out the £250 price tag on the HP 
LaserJet 3150 reviewed below, which 
includes full standalone photocopy and 
fax functionality. At nearly twice the 
price, before we even start to think 
about running costs, the 96/0 needs to 
offer something a bit special, and that 
speciality turns out to be not just full A3 
printing, but automatic duplex as well. 
In spite of its considerably larger 
than average form factor, the 96/0 is 








HP Deskjet 9670 





The 9670 combines 
general duplex colour 
printing with top- 
quality photo output. 


based around HP's 
tried and tested 56, 
5/ and 58 inkjet 
cartridges and, for 
once, you get one of 
each as standard in 
the box. The idea is 
that for normal 
mono or colour 
printing you use the 
56 black cartridge in 
conjunction with the tri-colour 5/ 
cartridge for a four-ink CMYK process. If 
you want to print photos, you can swap 
out the 56 black cartridge for the 58 
cartridge, which actually offers a further 
three colours, providing full six-ink 
photo printing. In practice, photo 
printing with the standard 56 and 5/ 
combination is very good, especially if 
you also use HP's specialist photo 
papers, with a high level of accuracy for 
both vivid and subtle colours. Switch to 
the six-ink process and results are even 


A4 MULTI-FUNCTION LASER PRINTER 








Gp he world, and the office, might 
be going colour crazy, with 
exponential growth in colour inkjet and 
laser printer sales, but theres still a 
market for good old-fashioned mono 
printing. It doesnt sound that appealing 
— think LaserJet and you're probably 
imagining some grimy bit of used-to- 
be beige kit with all the design appeal 
of a brick. But the new 3015 is to the 
ancient LaserJet as chalk is to cheese. 
For a start, the 3015 is multi-talented. 
Not only can it churn out immaculately- 


HP Laserjet 3015 


If all you want is crisp 
mono output, the 
LaserJet supplies it 
accurately and easily. 


crisp mono page 
after mono page, all 
day long if need be, 
but it can handle 
most other office 
chores as well. With 
scanning, fax and 
photocopying built 
in, the 3015 aims to 
be a handy 
companion in the 
small or home office. 

Whip the LaserJet out of its box and 
within a couple of minutes all the paper 
input and output trays are clipped on, 
the toner cartridge is installed and its 
ready to go. Software installation is 
equally painless, and the computer 
interface is up to HP'S normally high 
and intuitive standard. 

For the asking price, the 3015 is 
almost worth buying as a standalone 
photocopier and fax machine. The 30- 
sheet ADF (Automatic Document Feeder) 
has easily-adjustable guides catering 


better, rivalling the likes of Canon and 
Epsons six-ink photo printers. 

Another nice touch is a duplex 
printing adaptor for fully automatic 
double-sided printing. This is supplied 
in addition to the standard rear paper 
transport, which includes manual feed, 
and the two units only take about 10 
seconds to swap over, adding to the 
usefulness of the printer. 

There is a fly in the ointment — or 
rather, in the ink. HP's cartridge prices 
are good in comparison to the other 
major players if you think that you get 
a complete new print head with every 
cartridge you buy. However, A3 printing 
uses an awful lot of ink. HP reckons its 
£50 5//58 cartridge combination is 
good for around 125 4x6in photo prints. 
The surface area of an A3 borderless 
print is over eight times as large, which 
puts the cost at £3.30 per page for ink 
alone, plus about £1 per sheet for HP 
A3 photo paper. Then again, a full A3 
photo for £4.30 is a lot cheaper than 
youd pay in a high street lab, and 
quality is excellent, making the 96/0 
worth its purchase and running costs. 
Matthew Richards 


for pages sized from under three inches 
to full A4. Simply throw pages into the 
tray, press the copy button and youte 
away. If you want, you can set copy 
quality, collation options, exposure 
adjustments, enlargement or reduction 
values and more using control buttons, 
which tie in neatly with an LCD panel 
on the top of the printer Even using 
completely standard settings, the 
results are stunningly good. 

Faxing is equally straightforward, 
with options to store up to 120 numbers 
in the built-in phonebook, and theres 
also a 110-page fax memory. You can 
even scan pages direct to the PC using 
the printer's front panel buttons, with 
options to store them as pictures or 
convert them to text files with the 
Readiris OCR software provided. 

In operation, the 3015 is wonderfully 
quiet. lts a smart-looking piece of kit 
and, with low running costs of about 
2p per print (a 2,500-page print cartridge 
costs about £50), its a smart purchase 
for any small or home office. For larger 
businesses, there are also Ethernet and 
wireless network kits available. 
Matthew Richards 





RE-WRITABLE DVD DRIVE 


HP DVD420I 





Q he trouble with any still-evolving 
technology is that whenever you 
buy an example of it, you risk it being 
out-dated almost before you get it 
home. DVD burners are the worst 
example of this; no one has sorted out 
definitively which format is best, how 
fast they're going to be, or even which 
media will work properly at which 
speeds. Hence, even as we review HP's 


RE-WRITABLE DVD DRIVE 


Asus DRW-0804P 








Q ight above this review, you'll 

see one of an HP DVD writer 
with eerily similar specifications to 

this Asus option. So, which one do we 
recommend that you choose? Well, the 
years of journalistic experience and 
wealth of technical knowledge accrued 
by PC Plus over the years mean that 
we can confidently offer this advice: 
do you prefer black or beige? 


The DVD4201 returns 
acceptable burn times, 
but faster drives are 
just around the corner. 


first eight-speed DVD 
writer, dual layer and 
16-speed drives from 
rival companies are 
just preparing to leap 
into our eager arms. 
That's not to say that 
this is in any way a substandard drive; 
far from tt. It's just hard to recommend 
an eight-speed at this point in time. 
What we have here is a Sterling, 
dual-format burner, which appears to 
be a rebadged NEC 2500A. Speeds for 
re-writable media are held at 4x, of 
course, but that's par for the course. 
More irritating is that it seems to be a 
little fussy about which blank DVDs it 





The DRW-0804P’s 
price is the only thing 
that distinguishes it 
from the HP package. 


Please forgive 
the flippancy, but we 
live in an age where 
its very rare to 
actually find a 
significantly-flawed 
product in the 
hardware market, hence many choices 
do come down to personal preference. 
Theres one other, more obvious, 
difference between the HP and the 
Asus, which is one of presentation. The 
HP package feels more business-like 
and professional, plus it has a superior 
software suite (a collection of ArcSoft 
movie-making apps and PowerDVD 
tips the balance). But in terms of 


HARDWARE 


uses. Several 4x discs were reported as 
being only 24 or 2x, and the first burn 
that we attempted was a failure. But 
again, occasional burn failures are all 
but inevitable for any DVD writer at the 
moment. Strangely, one 4x re-writable 
disc treated as 24x actually chucked 
out a very respectable 4./GB burn time 
of 23 minutes, while a full 8x burn 
clocked in at nine minutes 14 seconds. 

Either way, burn times are 
acceptably fast. Sadly, this is less the 
case for reading; despite this drive 
being touted as boasting 12x DVD-ROM 
read speed, benchmarks show that it 
only just reaches 8x, even at peak 
performance. This isnt an enormous 
problem, but it can be irritating if you 
need to chuck large amounts of data 
about in a hurry, It just prevents the 
DVD420I from being top-of-the-range. 
Alec Meer 


performance, its very difficult to glean 
any significant discrepancy. Both drives 
suffer from irritatingly slow read speeds 
around the 8x, rather than the 
promised 12x, mark, both offer 24x CD 
burning, and both take 23 minutes to 
burn a DVD-RW at 24x. The Asus did 
manage an 8x burn about 20 seconds 
faster than the HP but neither made 
the promised six or seven minutes on 
our test system. 

Theres one other difference, which 
you've probably already picked up on. 
We found the Asus drive for £84 on 
Overclockers.co.uk, which is almost £30 
cheaper than the HP A full 8x dual- 
format DVD burner for less than £100? 
Quite frankly, that’s fantastic news, and 
the only thing that makes this drive 
worth buying in a month where dual- 
layer writers are about to ship. 

Alec Meer 





PRICE £121 (£110 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4142 
INFO wwwhp.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


FORMATS Read: DVD-ROM, DVD+R, 
DVD+RW, DVD-R, DVD-RW, DVD-Video, 
CD-R, CD-RW, CD-DA, CD Extra, CD- 
ROM (Mode 1 — Yellow Book), CD- 
ROM XA & CD-I (Mode 2/Form 2 — 
Green Book), Photo-CD (single and 
multi-session), VCD, CD-Text. 

Write: CD-R, CD-RW, DVD+RW, DVD+R, 
DVD-R, DVD-RW media 

WRITE SPEEDS CD-R 24x, CD-RW: 
10x, DVD+R 8x DVD+RW 4x, DVD-R 8x, 
DVD-RW 4x 


INTERFACE Internal EIDE 





HP DVD4201 

Value 009000000 
009009000 
Performane @ 000000 





Features 





PRICE £84 (£72 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER www.overclockers.co.uk 
0870 443 0880 

INFO www.asus.com 

WARRANTY One year 


FORMATS Read: DVD-ROM, DVD+R, 
DVD+RW, DVD-R, DVD-RW, DVD-Video, 
CD-R, CD-RW, CD-DA, CD Extra, CD- 
ROM (Mode 1 — Yellow Book), CD- 
ROM XA & CD-I (Mode 2/Form 2 — 
Green Book), Photo-CD (single and 
multi-session), VCD, CD-Text 

Write: CD-R, CD-RW, DVD+RW, DVDR, 
DVD-R, DVD-RW media 

WRITE SPEEDS CD-R 24x, CD-RW 10x, 
DVD+R 8x DVD+RW 4x, DVD-R 8x, 
DVD-RW 4x 


INTERFACE Internal EIDE 





ASUS DRW-0804P 

Value 00900900000 
009009000 
LO O A AA) 





Features 








Double the capacity, double the fun 


Alec Meer explains why dual-layer writeable DVDs are good news for Joe Public, and bad news for Hollywood 


Conspiracy theorists have long pondered if the ceiling 
on blank DVD media — 4.7GB — is designed to prevent 
folk from copying DVD movies, which normally clock in 
at about the 7GB mark. It turns out they're wrong - it’s 
just that, until now, no one had found a way of storing 
more than that on a home-burned disc. But with dual 
layer DVD+Rs set to hit the market late this Spring, 8.5 
and 94GB discs will at last be a reality. Considering 


that a 4.7GB disc is almost insignificant when you're 
trying to back up, say, a 200GB hard drive, this can 
only be good news. The principle is similar to DVD 
movies. A second layer of information, deeper down 
the disc, doubles its capacity. For this, you need a 
system to both read and write through the top layer. It 
has therefore taken the industry several years to come 
up with a way for a PC-sized writer to replicate this 


effect, and generate a result that can be read in 
standard DVD drives and set-top movie players. 
Philips and Sony have been first off the blocks with 
rival drives — and, inevitably, preposterously- 
expensive media — and the rest will be close behind. 
More interestingly, talk is flying around that some 
existing DVD burners will be able to support Dual 
Layer writing with a simple firmware update. E 
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ENTRY-LEVEL SERVER 


HP ProLiant ML110 


t wasnt so long ago that 
you could expect to pay at 
least £1,000 for a decent 
entry-level server, but the intense 
competition in the small business 
market sector has driven prices down 
to the basement. HP's ProLiant MLI10 
is a prime example. This solidly-built 
system delivers a good specification 
and plenty of room to expand, and 





also comes in at a very affordable price 


Slightly longer than HP's budget- 
priced ProLiant tc2120, the ML110 is 
constructed of an all-metal chassis, 
rather than plastic, and looks sturdy 
enough to handle the rigours of 
general office life. It offers three 5.25in 
device bays at the front, with one 
occupied by a CD-ROM drive, leaving 
a pair for other devices such as tape 
drives. The side panel is held in place 
with a couple of thumbscrews and can 
be padlocked in place. Behind this 
you'll find a tidy interior that won't 
hinder upgrades or maintenance 
operations. Internal cooling needs 
to be good on a server to ensure 
uninterrupted operations. In this case, 
its handled by a single radial fan, 
which is mounted at the back. This 
is fairly powerful, but we would have 
preferred something extra for the hard 
disk bay. However, operational noise 
levels are very low, so the ML110 could 
sit quite happily on a desk without 
upsetting anyone. 

Storage potential is comparatively 
good, as beneath the expansion bays 
at the front is a single cage with room 
for up to four IDE or SCSI hard disks. 
The price includes a single 36GB 
Ultra320 drive. Depressing a couple of 
clips underneath enables the front 
panel to be swung upwards and 
removed, and this gives access to the 
cage, which is screwed in place and 
must be taken out to add new drives. 
RAID is an option on the ML110, but 
note that HP doesn't offer any SCSI 
hot-swap cages for this server. 

Storage on the review model is 
handled by a simple HP-branded LSI 
Logic Ultra320 single-channel PCI card. 
HP has thoughtfully provided a SCSI 
cable with enough interfaces for the 
maximum number of drives, but the 
card doesnt have an external port. 
Along with the standard IDE ports, 
we also found a pair of Serial AIA 
interfaces on the motherboard, but 
don't be fooled into thinking you can 
use them, as we found they were 
permanently disabled in the BIOS. 

Power and interface cables are 
kept reasonably tidy, so access to the 
compact HP motherboard is largely 
unobstructed. The single 2.8GHz 





The ProLiant MC110 is slightly taller than the majority of the HP servers that we've 
seen, and comes in an extremely sturdy metal chassis that belies the cheap price tag. 





The 2.8GHz Pentium 4 is comfortably 
housed within the 875P ‘Springdale’ 
chipset, with its 800MHz FSB. 


Pentium 4 processor sits in the centre, 
and is topped off with large active 
heatsink. The resident Intel 8/5P 
chipset delivers a fast 800MHz FSB 
(Front Side Bus). Above is a bank of 
four DIMM sockets, and although they 
support PC3200 SDRAM memory, the 
price only includes a single 256MB 
module. Nevertheless, this is the 

ECC (Error Checking and Correction) 
variety, and it can be expanded up to 
a total of 4GB. 

For server installation and 
management, HP normally provides its 
SmartStart and Insight Manager utilities, 
but theres no such luck with the ML110. 
The CD-ROM supplied isn’t even 
bootable, and merely contains device 
drivers and a few documents, one of 
which does provide some useful 
information on how to set up basic 
network services in Windows, NetWare 
or Linux. The lack of management 
software isn't really an issue as HP's 
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PRICE £775 (£660 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4114 
INFO wwwhp.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year on-site 


MOTHERBOARD HP 

CHIPSET Intel 875P 

CPU 2.8GHz Intel Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB PC3200 ECC SDRAM 
HDD 364GB HP Ultra320 SCSI 
HDD Controllers Dual ATA/100, 
LSI Logic Ultra320 SCSI PCI card 
NETWORK Embedded Broadcom 
NetXtreme 10/100/1000BaseT 


Insight Manager is designed 
more for larger networks 
with multiple servers in 
different locations, and is 
of little value in a single 
server environment. 
However, if you do want 
remote monitoring, 
management and fault 
notification facilities, 

check out the Econel30. 
This entry-level server costs 
around the same as the 
ML110, but is bundled with 
Fujitsu Siemens ServerStart 
and ServerView software. 

What you do get included with the 
ML110 is HP's simplistic Diagnostics for 
Windows tool, which displays lists of 
installed components and runs basic 
system tests, but provides limited 
information on critical components, 
no monitoring capabilities and no 
options to link warnings or failures 
to automatic alerts. You can also 
download HPs Insight Diagnostics 
Offline Edition and boot the system 
from the ISO image for a more in-depth 
system component test. 

At such a low price, the ProLiant 
ML110 looks a good choice for small 
businesses trying to make their first 
move into client/server computing, 
or wanting something more serious 
than a spare PC to act as their main 
server. The ML110 has all the basic 





i 
The external ports are pretty 
standard fare, with USB 2.0, 


serial and parallel connectors 
situated on the back panel. 


requirements for a server, including J ecPlus ratings 
good build quality, a pretty decent HP PROLIANT ML110 
specification and plenty of room to 
expand, and is offered at a very 
reasonable price. 
Dave Mitchell 
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PRICE £93 (£79 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO wwwiinksys.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


TYPE Wireless access point, 
ADSL modem 

COMPATIBILITY 802.11g and 802.11b 
FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 
OPERATING CHANNELS 13 
RANGE 100m 

SECURITY 64 and 128-bit WEP 
encryption, MAC address filtering, 
firewall, parental controls 
CONNECTIVITY 4-port 10/100 
Base-T Ethernet 





LINKSYS WAG54G 
WIRELESS-G 

ADSL GATEWAY 

Value 0090000000 
Features 009000000 


OE A AAAA e) 
OVERALL (8) 








PRICE £234 (£199 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Scan Computers 

0870 755 4747 

INFO www.buffalo-technology.com 
WARRANTY Two years 


TYPE Network hard drive 

and print server 

CAPACITY 120GB 

CONNECTIVITY 10/100Mb/s Ethernet, 
2x USB 2.0 

POWER CONSUMPTION 17W 
OPERATING ENVIRONMENT 5-35 
degrees Centigrade, 20-80% humidity 
SIZE 60x173.5x185mm 

WEIGHT 1.3Kg 


BUFFALO LINKSTATION 

NETWORK 

STORAGE CENTER 
CHEIID 


Features 00900000900 
O A AA Ae) 


OVERALL 
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HARDWARE 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


Linksys WAG54G Wireless-G ADSL Gateway 


— 


KG 23) Sm 





L) inksys is often the first out of 
the blocks with new wireless 
products. For example, this was the 
first company to bring us the ability to 
stream MP3s and pictures from our 
computers to our televisions at a price 
that doesn't make us balk. So quite 
why Linksys is so late to market with 
this device is a mystery. Thats until 
you consider its American origins. The 
802.119 standard has been slow to take 
off in the States, with many users 
opting for 802.1la. However, llg is now, 





WIRELESS NETWORKING 


It may not be the 
nicest bit of kit to look 
at, but the WAG54G is 
a capable performer. 


according to Linksys, 
catching on, so 
American users are 
Starting to demand 
the kit that goes 
along with it. 

The WAG54G is 
in direct competition 
with the Netgear and 
Belkin all-in-one 
models that we've 
reviewed on these pages recently (PC 
Plus 214 and 215). And it puts up a really 
good fight, not least because its £30 
cheaper than those alternatives. 

Set-up is easy, as with most devices 
in this class. Just plug in your phone 
line (via an ADSL microfilter), and then 
connect your PC via Ethernet. You can 
then access the device using your web 
browser. Indeed, the set-up is even 
simpler than for the Belkin or Netgear 
units, simply because the dedicated 
screen is just one screen; on other 


devices you have to navigate through 
multiple layouts (which aren't always 
signposted very well) to input data such 
as your ADSL username and password. 

However, what Linksys doesn't do 
is Save most of the complex settings 
until later. It'S great to have the ability to 
fine-tune your network connection, but 
for most purposes you Just wont need 
to alter many settings at the first stage. 
Still, the Quick Setup Guide is excellent, 
and takes you through all of these 
steps in good detail. 

The wireless connection gives an 
excellent signal. We recorded a 
drop-off of only 40 per cent across the 
length of our large open-plan office, 
and trust us, with all the hardware that 
sits in our office, that’s rather good. 
Security is also well catered-for, with 
a built-in firewall. 

The WAG54G is finished in 
trademark blue, and while it's not 
exactly the nicest thing to look at, as a 
performer its a worthwhile choice. 
We've eulogised about Netgear in 
recent Issues, but, as a response from 
Linksys, this is a worthy alternative. 
Dan Grabham 


Buffalo LinkStation Network Storage Center 





Gp he LinkStation isn't really a novel 
idea — its simply the result of 
common sense. This is a network drive, 
plain and simple, but its designed for 
the consumer and small business 
markets; its intended to be easy to set 
up and maintain. 

And so it proves. All we had to do 
was plug it into the power and run an 
Ethernet cable from the LinkStation to 
Our router (you could use a wireless 
bridge, of course). Theres even a switch 
on the unit to tell it whether you're 


The LinkStation has 
its uses, but it’s very 
expensive for what's 
basically a hard drive. 


using a crossover 
cable or not. The 
next step is to 
configure everything 
by running the 
software on a 
networked PC. 
This assigns the 
LinkStation an IP 
address with which 
you can access the 
devices web-based interface. The first 
thing that we did on accessing the 
web-based interface was to set the IP 
address as fixed — it was originally 
dished out to the LinkStation by DHCP 
So far so good. The 120GB of 
storage is more than enough for most 
purposes — perhaps youre looking for 
somewhere to store your digital music 
collection, or simply want to share files 
with other users on your network. 
Usefully, the LinkStation is also designed 
to be a small-time network print server; 


there are USB connections on the front 
and back. This also means that you 
can plug extra external storage into one 
of the USB ports. If you so wish, the 
LinkStation will also automatically back 
up your files to the attached drive at 
intervals set by you. 

It'S easy to access the LinkStations 
files, too. Simply type ‘\\linkstation’ in 
the address bar of Windows Explorer 
(where linkstation is the name you've 
given to the device in the Web-based 
interface). You can then define it as a 
network drive using the ‘Map network 
drive’ function in Windows. 

But theres a downside, and that's 
the price. For whats basically a hard 
drive, its extremely expensive, and you 
should think about whether it’s really 
worth it. If you're just looking for 
somewhere to store some pictures so 
you can look at them on all your PCs, 
you might as well buy a removable 
hard drive and simply plug it into each 
PC as you go. However, this is a hassle- 
free way to share files between several 
users, and if you want easy shared 
printing that may well tip the balance. 
Dan Grabham 








PRICE Hosted as an ASP solution 
Starts at £46 (£39 ex VAT) per month. 
Perpetual licences start at £13,805 
(£11,749 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Macromedia 

0800 917 3481 

INFO www.macromedia.com/ 
software/breeze/ 


CPU 1GHz Pentium Ill-compatible 
RAM 512MB 

OS Windows 2000, XP 2003 
SOFTWARE Microsoft 
PowerPoint 2002/2003 


CPU 1GHz Dual-Pentium Ill 
RAM 1GB 

OS Windows 2003 
SOFTWARE Microsoft 
PowerPoint 2003 





Organising meetings, handling 
user permissions and other 
admin tasks are all handled 
through a web-based interface. 


Macromedia re-uses Microsoft's 
PowerPoint application to 
generate the presentations. 
This is then converted to Flash 
format for use over the web. 


MACROMEDIA BREEZE 3 


Features CEAAL AA) 
Performance AAAA AE, o) 








M use Macromedia Breeze? 
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ONLINE PRESENTATION 


Macromedia Breeze 3 


Ithough it sells a range of 
products, when you say 
‘Macromedia’ to someone, 
chances are the first thing they'll think 
of is ‘Flash’. As multimedia formats go, 
irrespective of Sun repeatedly saying 
otherwise, the Macromedia Flash 
format Is as ubiquitous as they come, 
with many hundreds of sites (for better 
or for worse) made entirely using it. 
However, unless you're an extremely 
talented artist, making meaningful 
presentations in Flash has always been 
tricky. Games, yes, and animations, 
yes, but slides with animated text, 
voiceovers, and collaboration? Forget it. 
With this new release, Macromedia is 
hoping to revitalise the training industry 
by providing all the features that 
people have been asking for, and a 
whole lot more. 





Blown away 
The first thing you'll notice about 
Breeze is that Macromedia doesn't 
market it all that much. In fact, when it 
comes to industry buzzwords that are 
churned out again and again with each 
product, you'll find none surrounding 
Breeze. That's because this is a product 
that sells itself: if youre shown a five- 
minute demo you'll certainly understand 
it, and probably have to pick your jaw 
up from the ground — and we wouldnt 
be surprised if you whipped out your 
chequebook straight afterwards. 

Breeze is a tool designed to turn 
Microsoft PowerPoint presentations 
into Flash format. The 
concept, as you can see, 
is simple — take a 
proprietary format that 
doesn't work too well 
across the web and turn 
it into a format readable 
by 500 million devices 
worldwide. To add to 
this, Macromedia has 
plugged in swathes of 
other functionality to 
enable you to produce 
various types of content. 
The three key content 
types are presentation (pre-recorded, 
slide-based show with voiceover), live 
presentation (meeting-like environment 
where you can have a webcam, voice 
and text chat, collaboration and screen 
sharing, as well as a slide-based 
presentation), and training, which is 
essentially the presentation 
environment revamped to include 
testing, examination, scoring, and 
certification. Both Breeze Live and 
Breeze Training are modules that build 
on top of the base Breeze Presentation 
environment, So you can pick and 


FP Breese Live 
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The Live module in Breeze enables you to collaborate with others while following 
a presentation, but you can also use a webcam as well as chat. 


choose the components you want. 

Converting your presentations 
from PowerPoint can be done either 
remotely — you upload your PowerPoint 
document onto the Breeze server 
(using HTTPS for security) and have it 
automatically convert the file to Flash 
format — or locally, using a PowerPoint 
plug-in that gives you precise control 
over the finished product. For example, 
when working with a presentation 
using the plug-in you can add your 
own audio, timed to slide changes, 
using a simple interface. You can also 
add quizzes, surveys, and other 
custom Breeze components using the 
same point-and-click interface. 

The remote PowerPoint conversion 
actually requires PowerPoint to be 
installed, because Breeze uses the 
PowerPoint program to aid in the 
conversion. As a result, the conversion 
process is quite accurate — the biggest 
thing your'e likely to lose is some of 
the more obscure animations. In this 
Situation, Breeze substitutes the closest 
animation it has, and the chances are 
no one will notice the difference. One 
aspect that struck us as particularly 
clever is that if you have a PowerPoint 
presentation with an embedded Flash 
movie, the embedding is retained in 
the final Breeze presentation! 


On the web 

Much of the administration for Breeze 
is done on the web. Booking meetings, 
adding users, checking reports, 
changing permissions, and more day- 
to-day tasks are accomplished here. To 
make things easier, the web interface 
can automate some things for you, 


including automatically emailing 
Students to remind them of an 
upcoming training course, and also 
handling students who want to register 
themselves for a course. 

For presentations, you upload and 
store your content in the Breeze content 
library. As these are all pre-recorded, 
you can upload as many as you want, 
then define which users can access 
which presentations. This enables all 
your users to browse and view the 
content library at their own pace. 
Training and collaboration sessions are 
equally web-reliant: once you book a 
virtual meeting room, youre given a 
URL you can direct visitors to so they 
can join the chat. Once in the meeting 
room, you can select to optimise the 
bandwidth depending on your 
connection speed, you can record the 
meeting, invite others in, and more — 
all through the Flash interface, which 
takes less than a minute to download. 

This is incredibly powerful software, 
and, despite having spent almost a 
week trying It out, we still feel like 
we've only touched the surface. 
‘Breeze’ is more than just a cool name; 
itS an accurate description of how 
simple this program is to use. Most 
employees who create presentations 
already use PowerPoint, and this is 
the logical progression: let them keep 
PowerPoint, but have Breeze convert 
that to a format that people on mobile 
phones can view. The big drawback 
to Breeze may well prove to be its 
somewhat audacious price, although, if 
you want these features, there really is 
nothing that comes close right now. 
Paul Hudson 





PRICE £1,065 (£899 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh Computers 

0870 046 4747 

INFO www.meshcomputers.com 
WARRANTY One year on-site plus 
two years back to base 


CPU 3.2GHz Intel Pentium 4 

RAM 512MB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC Inte! i865PE 

HDD 160GB Maxtor (7200rpm) 
DRIVES Sony DVD/RW, Sony CD/RW 
GRAPHICS 128MB ATi Radeon 
9800 Pro 

SCREEN 19in CRT Mitsubishi 
Diamond Pro 930 

SOUND Creative Audigy 
SPEAKERS 71 Creative Inspire 7700 
COMMS 56K Modem, 

10/100/1000 Ethernet 

PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 6-pin FireWire, 
Serial, Parallel, PS/2 Keyboard/ 
Mouse, VGA-Out, DVI-I, S-Video, 
S/PDIF-Out, Audio-In/Out 

OTHER HARDWARE Logitech 
keyboard and mouse 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
OTHER SOFTWARE Microsoft Works 
Suite 2004, Pinnacle Studio 9 SE, 
Instant CD/DVD Player 


PCPlus 
BENCHMARK 


256MB RAM 


15GHz CPU 


PCPlus 
3SDMARK2003 


3,000 6,000 9,000 12,000 


The Sony optical drives are 
both solid performers, but we'd 
be far happier if the second 
model was a DVD-ROM device. 


MESH ELITE 3.2GHz FX 
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HARDWARE 


3.2GHz PENTIUM 4 DESKTOP PC 


Mesh Elite 3.2GHz FX 


n the desktop market, new 
processor releases almost 
always come into the top 
end of the market. This means that 
the most noticeable impact is on PCs 
costing upwards of £2,000, as were 
given machines boasting more power 
than anybody could possibly use. A 
more subtle, but potentially more 
useful, shift occurs among the mid- 
range systems. As faster chips emerge, 
the price of the previous top dogs goes 
down, enabling system builders to 
incorporate them into more reasonably- 
priced machines. 

The most recent chip to go through 
this transition is the 3.2GHz Pentium 4. 
Previously positioned right at the top 
of Intels rather tall tree, the release of 
variations clocked at 34GHz, not to 
mention the ‘Extreme’ range, has forced 
it to descend a few branches to the 
sort of height that most people can 
reach. This is how Mesh has been able 
to incorporate it in a system priced at 
just over £1,000, without compromising 
too much on the other features. 

The Elite 3.2GHz FX doesn't look 
like a particularly classy PC. The 
completely black system case is 
imposing enough on its own, but 
when its placed alongside the hefty 
CRI monitor — a black, 19in Mitsubishi 
model — it's positively frightening. This 
screen features a bright picture and 
excellent response times, but its bulk 
looks out of place in the modern, 
LCD-oriented, age. The package is 
rounded off by a Logitech keyboard 
and mouse combination, and a set of 
/1 Creative speakers. 


Get in there 

We say it every month, though: it's 
whats inside the case that really 
matters. To this end, it's nice to see 
that the Pentium 4 processor has been 
placed within the reasonably high-end 
SO5PE chipset — we might have 
expected to see the budget 848P at 
this price. Similarly, 512MB of DDR400 
RAM should serve most people quite 
nicely. As for the hard drive, theres 
simply no way that you can quibble 
about 160GB of storage space, 
particularly when it comes within a 


speedy, 7200rpm Maxtor model. A 16ms 


random access time and an average 
read speed of 48.8mb/s, both recorded 
in HD Tach, show that this drive is 
never going to be a bottleneck. 

With this capable collection of 
components on hand, you would 
expect system performance to be 
pretty impressive. Our benchmark 
results are, therefore, a little 
disappointing. SYSMark2002 produced 





Mesh’s all-black case has a powerful air, and the components inside don’t disappoint. 
The 3.2GHz Pentium 4 may be aging now, but it still packs a pretty fair punch. 


(0 a as — 





The Intel 865PE chipset is a good 
offering at this price, as is a 128MB 
Radeon 9800 Pro graphics card. 


a score of 308, divided into 431 and 220 
for Intent Content Creation and Office 
Productivity respectively. This is far 
from appalling; as a rule of thumb, we 
usually say that anything over 300 
represents a reasonable machine. 
However, we have seen 3.2GHz 
Pentium 4s produce far better results, 
particularly when backed up by the 
power of the 865PE chipset. 

This leaves the Elite FX with some 
ground to make up, and what better 
place to do it than in the 3D graphics 
department? Rather than splashing 
out on a Radeon 9800 XT, and passing 
the cost on to the customer, Mesh 
has opted for the more modestly- 
priced, but almost as powerful, 9800 
Pro. This still gives you 128MB of 
dedicated video memory, and we 
suggest that it will actually serve you 
just as well for 99 per cent of games. 
Benchmark-wise, we eked 1/421 from 
3DMark2001SE, 5,8/0 from the now- 
more-representative 2003 version, and 
42,745 from Aquamark3. 


A Creative Audigy card is 
about as good as PC audio gets. 
Were rather less enthusiastic, 
though, about the line-up of 
optical drives. A Sony DVD/RW 
unit is all well and good, but we 
would like the ability to copy 
DVDs across two drives. 

This is impossible here, as the 
slave model is only a CD/RW also 
from Sony. A DVD-ROM would 
have cost Mesh very little extra, 
and would have made a real 
difference to the systems usefulness. 

In case you want to upgrade this 
second optical drive, or anything else 
for that matter, Meshs quick-release 
case provides easy access to the 
innards, and in our review model the 
cabling was as tidy as a mothers sitting 
room. Iwo PCI and two DIMM slots are 
left free, as are a single 525in and a 
couple of internal 3.5in bays. External 
connections, meanwhile, include six 
USB 2.0 ports and a 6-pin FireWire. 
Importantly, youre also given the full 
range of analogue and digital video 
outputs; theres no messing around 
with adaptors required here. 

With a good three-year warranty, 
the first year of which is on-site, and 
an excellent range of software that 
includes Microsoft Works 2004 and the 
latest version of Pinnacle Studio SE, 
Mesh has added a great deal of value 
to this machine. This makes up in part 
for a couple of annoying omissions 
from the feature list (a second DVD 
drive, an LCD monitor), and enables us 
to recommend the Elite 3.2GHz FX as a 
very good purchase. 

Russell James 





SECURE REMOVABLE STORAGE 


HARDWARE 


MXI ClipDrive Bio USB Flash Drive 


> 
PEREORMANCE 
SAWARD 








Q he near-ubiquitous nature of 
flash memory drives has driven 
prices down so low that you can easily 
pick up a 128MB USB 20 stick for under 
£25. But then you can also quite easily 
lose it, and all your crucial data. If you 
wish to avoid this scenario, the ClipDrive 
Bio may be just what youre looking for. 

The package comes with a sturdy 
docking station, into which the ClipDrive 
slips quite sleekly. A metre-long cable 
enables easier access if your USB ports 
are at the rear of your system. The 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


The integrated 
fingerprint reader 
features a 500- 
dpi sensor. 


ClipDrive is built to 
last, with a plastic 
sheath that retracts 
to expose the USB 
connector, although 
theres no immediate 
protection for the 
integrated fingerprint 
scanner. For that, 
MXI supplies a tough 
leather pouch, and a 
cloth for cleaning the scan area. 

The security mechanisms work 
thus. The 128MB is split into public and 
private partitions, each sized at half of 
whatever capacity ClipDrive you have, 
although you can resize these. Plug the 
drive into any PC (or Mac), and the 
public partition will be available with 
full access rights. The private partition 
doesnt even appear, but on some 
OSes the hardware wizard is invoked, 
leaving an alarming ‘unknown 
hardware status for this partition. Fear 


not, as installing the supplied software 
will eradicate this problem. 

Of course, the ClipDrive Bio software 
app does more than install hardware 
drivers; it also provides means by which 
you can unlock the secure partition — 
by fingerprint only, or by a fingerprint 
and password combination. You can 
then resize the partitions, and enroll 
yourself and up to 16 other fingerprints. 

To unlock the secure partition, you 
simply click the ‘ClipDrive Bio Unlock’ 
desktop shortcut icon, which launches 
the software interface applet. Rather 
annoyingly, you must again click on an 
unlock button before you place your 
unblemished fingertip on the scanner. 
Theres no method for setting fingertips 
to separate secure partitions, but then 
this is meant to be a personal device. 

Four times the price of non-secure 
flash memory may seem steep, but for 
some companies you just can't price 
confidential data highly enough. If 
youre after an all-in-one, no-fuss 
device, the ClipDrive Bio is well built, 
intuitively designed, and the software 
interface is simply childs play, 
lan Robson 


Netgear MP101 Wireless Digital Music Player 





Q he MP101 enables you to stream 
MP3 tracks from your PC to your 
stereo equipment over a wireless 
network. This means that you could be 
listening to tracks in your living room 
while someone else is working on your 
machine in the study. Its a good idea, 
but we've come across solutions that 
offer this functionality before. Last 
summer saw the release of Linksys’ 
Wireless-B Media Adapter. While that 
was geared more towards streaming 
digital photos to your TV, the somewhat 





The MP101 represents 
decent value, but the 
technology is still in 
its infancy. 


patchy device would 
also stream MP3s 
from your PC. So 
whats new here? 

Netgear has 
taken the music- 
Streaming concept 
and added far more 
functionality. The 
included server 
software scans your 
PC for audio, and you can pick and 
choose tracks using the box and 
associated remote. The intuitive system 
makes this an easy process. Connection 
to your audio equipment is via two 
phono plugs, and theres a headphone 
socket as well. 

Configuring the MP101 is surprisingly 
simple; the ‘Start here’ guide will be 
enough if youre connecting via a wired 
network. However, our wireless network 
did present us with some problems. 
You'll have to read the more in-depth 


instructions if you have any kind of 
security on your network. We had to 
do a bit of digging to find the MAC 
address so that we could authenticate 
it. In the end we went to our router 
configuration page, and scanned for 
the address on the network. We found 
it Somewhat ironic, too, when the unit 
couldn't immediately connect to our PC 
via one of Netgears own routers. It 
took a bit of messing about to get it 
sorted; we actually pulled the plug out 
of the wall and put it back in again, 
which is hardly satisfactory. 

For the money, the MP101 represents 
decent value. However, the technology 
isn't yet fully mature. Despite Linksys’ 
Media Adapter being a year old, it’s still 
very much early days for this type of 
kit. You can expect other big-name 
wireless manufacturers to bring out 
products later in the year. The trouble is 
that networking companies are not, 
and never will be, audio specialists. 
They're simply plugging a hole in the 
market. It'll be interesting to see what 
happens when big audio names really 
Start to take an interest. 

Dan Grabham 
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PRICE £103 (£88 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Expansys 0161 868 0868 
INFO www.clipdrive.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CAPACITY 128MB (Up to 

2GB available) 

INTERFACE Type A USB1.1/2.0 
POWER SUPPLY USB bus-powered 
SECURITY 128x128 TruePrint 
fingerprint scanner (stores up to 16 
fingerprints), 128-bit AES encryption, 
secure data partition 

EXTRAS Docking station with 1.1m 
USB extension cable, leather carrying 
pouch, scan plate cleaning cloth 
SOFTWARE ClipDrive Bio Utility 3.7 
PDF User Guide 

SIZE 99x23xl3mm 

WEIGHT 24¢ 


CPU 100MHz Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 





MXI CLIPDRIVE BIO 
USB FLASH DRIVE 


Features 009000000 
Performance @0 000000900900 








PRICE £99 (£84 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.netgear.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


TYPE Wireless digital audio receiver 
COMPATIBILITY 802.11b and 802.11g 
FREQUENCY 24Ghz 

SECURITY Configurable for WEP 
CONNECTIVITY Ethernet/wireless 


NETGEAR MP101 
WIRELESS DIGITAL 
MUSIC PLAYER 

Value 009000000 


Features 


00000000 


Performance @ @ 0000 
OVERALL 











HARDWARE 


ATHLON 64 ATX MOTHERBOARD 


PRICE £85 (£72 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.qdieurope.com 
INFO www.qdieurope.com 
WARRANTY One Year 





CPU SUPPORT AMD Athlon 64 3200+ 
CHIPSET VIA K8T800 

MEMORY 2x DDR DIMM (Max 2GB) 
EXPANSION 1x AGP 8X, 5x PCI, 1x 
10/100MB Ethernet, 2x Ultra ATA 133, 
2x Serial ATA RAID/IDE, 8 x USB 2.0, 

1x PS/2 keyboard, 1x PS/2 mouse, 1x 
Serial, 1x Parallel, 3x Audio, 2x S/PDIF 
SIZE 305x230mm 


Q he Athlon 64 may be the chip of 
tomorrow, but when it comes to 
todays computing, many users want 
access to this powerful chip without 
having to pay through the nose. The 
initial slew of motherboards were 
impressive and versatile, but few 
dipped below the all-important £100 
barrier, which left this as a somewhat 
expensive route. The K8V800-6AL is a 
far more affordable solution than 
anything that has gone before it, but 
where have the savings been made? 





QDI K8V800-6AL 








PENTIUM 4 ATX MOTHERBOARD 


PRICE £99 (£85 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Protac 0870 120 5370 
INFO www.ecs.com.tw 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU SUPPORT Pentium 4 
400/533/800MHz FSB 

MEMORY 4x DDR400 DIMM 

(4GB Max) 

EXPANSION 1x AGP 8X, 5x PCI, 

1x 10/100MB Ethernet, 1x 1GB Ethernet, 
2x Ultra ATA 133, 4x Serial ATA RAID, 
6x USB 2.0, 2x IEEE1394, 1x PS/2 
keyboard, 1x PS/2 mouse, 1x Serial, 
1x Parallel, 3x Audio, 2x S/PDIF 
SIZE 305x244mm 





@ t's easy to be cynical about the 
recent trend for manufacturers 
to release motherboards aimed at the 
enthusiast user. Such products often 
boast inflated price tags, but bring little 
in the way of real features, although 
there are usually enough extra pieces 
of random kit in the box to separate 
one solution from another. 

The Photon SP1 Deluxe is the latest 
entrant into this market, and there are 
plenty of ‘innovative’ and ‘unique’ 
features that make this the motherboard 
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QDI K8V800-6AL 


The K8V800 is fine if 
you're not looking for 
masses of features or 
top performance. 


The most 
obvious omission is 
IEEE1394 support, 
which will put off 
those looking to edit 
digital video. Beyond 
that, the feature list is 
good, with eight USB 
20 ports, SATA RAID 
support, six-channel 
onboard audio and 
even S/PDIF 
connectors. This iteration also comes 
with 10/100MB Ethernet, although we 
would have preferred a gigabit solution. 

The K8V800 is a well laid-out board 
boasting a clean design and, generally, 
plenty of room where you need it. 
Theres lots of space between the 
AGP connector and the memory slots, 
although the four-pin power connector 
has been positioned next to the end 
of the DIMM slots, which makes 
changing memory sticks a tad tricky. 

Memory has become the defining 


The SP1 Deluxe is 
more notable for its 
flashing LEDs than for 
its performance. 


you've apparently 
been waiting for. 
There are, for 
example, pulsing 
LEDs all over the 
place, which will 
appeal to those with 
windowed cases but 
may seem pointless 
to everyone else. 
Even style gurus will 
question the ‘decoration’ in the bottom 
right-hand corner. 

There are some curious inclusions 
in the sizeable motherboard box, with 
the ‘Cellphone Indicator’ being on the 
more frivolous and useless side. The 
Top-Hat Flash Kit is more intriguing; this 
enables you to resuscitate your machine 
should a BIOS update go awry. The 3.5in 
drive bay mount for the pair of FireWire 
and USB 20 ports is a nice touch, 
while the impressive array of round 
cables will ensure good internal airflow. 


factor for many modern motherboards, 
so its Surprising that the K8V800-6AL 
has just two dedicated slots. While the 
chipset only supports 2GB of memory 
anyway, this could make for some 
tricky upgrade decisions later on and 
does seem a little short-sighted. In 
QDI's defence, 2GB DIMMs are now 
available, although they're not cheap. 

The K8V800's performance 
is promising enough, with the 
SYSmark2002 score of 260 being one 
of the highest results we've seen for 
this configuration. The 3DMark2001SE 
result of 19063 is also impressive, 
although notably slower than boards 
from Gigabyte, Leadtek and Abit. This 
is true of the 3DMark2003 score of 5,721 
as well, which shows that while theres 
enough raw brawn in this motherboard 
for most, those looking for that little bit 
more should look elsewhere. 

This is an affordable alternative to 
the all-singing, all-dancing solutions 
out there. If you dont think you'll need 
that many features, this should suffice, 
as long as youre not looking for the 
absolute pinnacle of performance. 
Alan Dexter 


ECS Photon SP1 Deluxe 


The SP1 Deluxe boasts an unusual 
driver installation interface that does 
away completely with the traditional 
‘pick and choose’ philosophy in favour 
of a fully-automated system. This is 
fine until you encounter a problem and 
need to run through the whole routine 
again just for one or two files. On a 
more positive note, theres an impressive 
amount of software bundled, ranging 
from audio ripping utilities to antivirus 
software, and the excellent Show 
Shifter media centre software. 

We did witness instability issues 
under our initial testing configuration, 
but the motherboard was a lot more 
Stable once we installed different 
memory. Even so, the SYSmark2002 
score of 2/0 is hardly jaw-dropping, 
and neither is a 3DMark2001SE result of 
16,6/4, although they're not awful either. 

The enthusiast market was created 
by users with a detailed understanding 
of whats in their machines, and a vast 
number of ‘extras’ will sway them one 
way or another. Unfortunately, the SP1 
Deluxe fails to impress in the most 
important area of performance. 

Alan Dexter 








PRICE £60 (£51 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Serif 0800 376 7070 
INFO wwwserif.com 


CPU Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 1.4GHz Athlon 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP SP1 





SERIF MEDIAPLUS 2 


Features 0090000 
Performance @0 0 0000090 


OVERALL 











PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER www.ambientdesign.com 
INFO www.ambientdesign.com 


CPU 800MHz Pentium Ill or equivalent 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000/XP or Tablet PC 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 
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MEDIA MANAGEMENT 
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D ith more and more PC users now 
owning digital cameras and MP3 
players, our hard drives are turning into 
veritable media libraries, and many 
users are beefing up their capacity with 
additional drives. However, while these 
may relieve the strain on our OS, they 
don't offer much scope for improving 
the organisation of our files. 

Asset management applications 
seem to be the way forward, and 
many software developers are trying 
to collar the market. More established 


IMAGE CREATION 








O xcuse our moment of nostalgia 
here, but do you remember 
MetaCreations? Programs like Kais 
Power Goo, Bryce and of course, the 
infamous Power Tools may have been 
powerful packages, but their interfaces 
— the fact that you could just sit down, 
play with them and come up with 
something impressive — were what 
made them really stand out. Of course, 
ArtRage isn't actually a MetaCreations 
package. The company split up some 
years ago, but had it ever sat down to 


al = 





Thumbnails, buttons 
and icons. It’s a busy 
interface, but it all 
makes sense quickly. 


(and expensive!) 
titles such as Extensis 
Portfolio remain 
popular with graphics 
professionals, 
although Photoshop 
CS, with its enhanced 
File Browser, is 
nuzzling into this 
territory, but what 
about the rest of us 
who just want to 
organise our digital camera snapshots? 
Serif, the software developer that 
has brought us many popular consumer 
graphics titles with the Plus suffix, 
thinks it may have the answer to such 
problems in its revised MediaPlus. The 
original title has been reasonably 
popular in consumer circles, but what 
can we expect from the new version? 
A modest array of new and 
upgraded features can be found within 
such practical elements as batch photo 
processing, EXIF data support and 


TL Si 


SIFA 


Ambient Design ArtRage 


ArtRage is best used 
with a tablet, as our 
reviewer's mouse- 
dragging efforts testify. 


create a dedicated 
easy-to-use painting 
package, rather than 
the monolithic 
Painter, this is 
undoubtedly what it 
would have come 
up with: a canvas, 
seven tools and a 
glass of water. 
ArtRage never gets 
more complicated 
than that. There are no layers or 
cropping tools, no Photoshop plug-ins 
or warp tools. You just grab a brush 
and start painting. What makes this a 
natural media drawing tool is that, 
unlike traditional editors, you aren't 
simply scrawling over static images. 
Create a black splodge of paint, rub in 
some white, and you quickly start 
rubbing it into grey. Clean the brush by 
dipping it into the water and you return 
to the pure, unblemished colour from 
the selection. Its a very intuitive system, 


improved digital camera and scanner 
support. Theres also improved support 
for the existing slideshow and photo 
album capabilities; the ability to gather 
new album content together while 
retaining original files and repairing 
album information should you ‘lose’ 
images from their original location is 
particularly helpful. You can also now 
pack such elements into self-contained 
executable files that can be shared, 
without the viewer needing his own 
copy of the software. 

The interface is logical enough, 
although the icon approach will 
have you waiting impatiently for the 
automatic tool describers, but other 
than that theres nothing too innocuous 
lurking under the menus. 

The one gripe that we have to pull 
such a tool up for, however, is the lack 
of keyword association. It would appear 
that MediaPlus is more of an asset 
viewer than manager, but with the 
various collection of features including 
Slideshow, screensaver, and web 
publishing, it may be just the thing 
to help you sort out those JPEGs. 
Chris Schmidt 





made especially easy by the fact that 
you're always dealing with actual tools, 
such as felt pens and oil paints, rather 
than imaginary tools and a million and 
one variants on a standard brush. It 
never gets harder than clicking on a 
picture of a pencil to select how best 
to hold it, and using the speed of your 
cursor to control its thickness. 

While ArtRage can be used with a 
mouse, a tablet is clearly preferable; it’s 
more comfortable when trying to paint, 
and considerably more accurate. Unlike 
most art packages, however, ArtRage 
comes ready with support for capital-T 
Tablets as well, offering the ability to 
paint directly onto the screen without 
invalidating your warranty. This fits in 
well with the tracing paper control, with 
its ability to detect the original colour 
underneath the cursor, updating your 
brush every time you start a new line. 

ArtRage is unlikely to replace more 
advanced packages like Painter in your 
artistic arsenal, but its still an excellent, 
fluid, natural media tool, and it’s free. 
Its worth a few bytes of anyones 
bandwidth, Picasso or no. 


Richard Cobbett 
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O opying data from point A to point 
B is a pretty straightforward task, 
but it becomes much more complex 
when you have a lot of data, and you 
don't want to copy things that haven't 
changed. Fortunately, the Briefcase 
feature in Windows XP handles all this 
as standard, but that’s pretty much 
where it stops; automatic file updating, 
command line support, disk spanning, 
and automatic document versioning 
isn't in there, which leaves most users 
in a half-way house between proper 


DISC AUTHORING 






TOSHIBA CD-RW (D:) ~ 
Pieasa insert a disc 


Create an audio CD from files on your hard drive or from other 
CDs 


Exact Copy 

Make an exact copy of a disc in your collection 

Jukebox CD 

Create a CD to play in your computer or MP3, WMA, WAV player 


Convert Audio CDs to MP3s 
Extract CDs to MP3 and other popular formats, and store them on 


your hard drive 


D hen it comes to CD and DVD 
burning software, there are plenty 
of competitors in the marketplace. 
Sonic is one of the lesser-known of 
these. You'll be surprised, then, to learn 
that its actually the worlds biggest 
supplier of CD recording software, and 
outsells both Ahead'’s Nero and Roxios 
Easy CD creator by a considerable 
distance. The main reason for this is 
that the bundled authoring software 
supplied with any PC from the likes of 
Sony, Dell or HP is Sonics product. 


Sonic MyDVD 


SmartSync Pro 2.9 


SmartSync Pro does 
exactly what it says 
on the tin, syncing 
data across many PCs. 


data syncing and 
nothing at all. 
SmartSync Pro is 
a very attractive utility 
designed to fill this 
apparent void, and, 
at about £20, it does 
» just that. Gone are 
_ the days when you 
needed to read the 
Windows Help files 
just to get your data to sync properly. 
SmartSync comes with a very well- 
designed GUI, and care has been taken 
to always make the current state of 
things immediately obvious. Its the 
small things — text goes red if theres 
an error, simple animations plod along 
when things are working — that mean 
you dont have to read every bit of text 
on the screen to know what's going on. 
On the features front, we like what 
weve seen. Although you can sync 
your data from one place on your 





The interface looks 
simple, and for the 
most part that’s 
exactly what it is. 


This software has 
been widely available 
ever since audio 
made the switch 
from analogue to 
digital in the 1980s. 
Sonic also produces 
DVDs for many of the 
major film producers. 
According to Sonic, 
something like 80 
per cent of DVDs sold worldwide are 
made using its technology. 

Sonic's latest release, MyDVD Studio 
Deluxe, is in fact, four apps brought 
together. These are MyDVD, RecordNow! 
Deluxe, CinePlayer and Simple Backup. 
All of these applications have a decent 
reputation as stand-alone products, 
and they're integrated seamlessly here. 

The entire suite is geared towards 
entry-level users who want to create 
their own DVDs using video (or pictures, 
for slideshows) that they've imported 


SOFTWARE 


computer to another (essentially a local 
back-up), you can also sync it across 
machines on the network by just 
selecting from the drop-down box in 
the configuration wizard. Io make even 
complex situations easy, youre able to 
Set up various profiles. You might have 
one for your My Documents folder that 
locally syncs every evening, another for 
your entire hard drive that syncs every 
morning at lam when the network is 
quiet, and another for the contents of 
your desktop that you want to run 
whenever you feel like it. 

There are so many common-sense 
features here, such as automatic dialing 
before syncing if necessary, automatic 
colour highlighting to point out new, 
modified, and deleted files at a glance, 
automatic ZIP compression if you want 
it, and, best of all, SmartSync can also 
preserve up to the 100 last versions of 
replaced and deleted files, essentially 
giving you a string of fallbacks. This 
really is well-thought out software, and 
it fills its niche perfectly. For £20, were 
sure you cant go wrong, and theres 
even a shareware trial option. 

Paul Hudson 


Studio Deluxe 


onto their PCs. The burning process 
doesn't require too much explanation, 
as its a straightforward business. If you 
have any familiarity with disc authoring, 
you'll be able to step straight up to the 
plate here. Naturally, if you dont already 
have the video that you want to 
transfer installed, it also provides all the 
necessary capture tools. You can import 
AVI or MPEG files, and if you have a PC 
with Windows XP Media Center installed, 
.dvr-ms files are also supported. 

If you dont want to create a fancy 
movie DVD, and instead want a simple 
data disc, the RecordNow! Deluxe 
application is ideal. This is a simple CD 
and DVD authoring suite. You can 
create music CDs, copy CD to CD and 
also make specific boot discs. 

MyDVD does what its supposed to 
do well. Sonics plan is for the DVDs 
and CDs that you create to be as high 
quality as possible, and we have few 
complaints. The only problem is that 
certain features are difficult to access; 
in fact Some users may miss them 
altogether. Apart from that, MyDVD 
comes highly recommended. 

Henry Tucker 
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PRICE £23 (£19 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwsmsync.com 
INFO www.smsync.com 


CPU 100MHz Pentium or equivalent 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 800MHz Athlon 
RAM 768MB 
OS Windows XP 





SMARTSYNC PRO 2.9 














PRICE £57 (£49 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sonic 020 7437 1100 
INFO wwwsonic.com 


CPU 800MHz Pentium Ill 

or equivalent 

RAM 128MB (256MB for video 
capture/editing) 

OS Windows 98SE or later 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP Pro 


SONIC MYDVD 
STUDIO DELUXE 


OVERALL 


| 











PALM PDA 








Oo n its quest to fill every available 
product slot, however small, 
with a new PDA, Sony's PEG-1|27 offers 
a technological step up from the 


recently reviewed PEG-TJ25 (PC Plus 214). 


Like the TJ25, the 127 is being pitched 
at the lower-end of the PDA market — 
that bargain £100-£200 zone where 
profit margins are too tight for the likes 
of the Pocket PC. Down here, you 
expect PDAs to have few frills and not 
much memory. But while the T]27 
conforms to cheap-and-cheerful type, 


HARDWARE 


Sony CLIE PEG-T]27 


The TJ27 may not look 
too special, but the 10 
hour-plus battery life 
is noteworthy. 


there are a few 
features that make it 
worth a second look. 

The 1]27 has a 
different look to the 
125, with slimmer 
buttons and a dull 
metallic grey finish. 
It doubles the TJ25s 
memory allocation 
from 16MB to 32MB, 
although only 23MB of this is user- 
accessible. Like all Clies, however, 
theres a MS/MS Pro slot, enabling you 
to expand this basic RAM to as much 
as 1GB. While the TJ27 still lacks a 
headphone socket — so theres no 
ATRAC or MP3 fun to be had here — it 
features an integrated VGA camera. This 
has been subtly installed in the back of 
the casing, with its own protective lens 
cover and 2x digital zoom. 

As a result, while the T]25 takes on 
Palms Tungsten E, the TJ27 is looking 


DIGITAL CAMERA/REMOVABLE STORAGE 









N) ot everyone has a phone 
with a camera in it. Not 
everyone is living the digital dream, 
photographically reporting on every 
event in their lives, and this is probably 
a blessing. However, many of those 
that don't, want to. That's why people 
buy devices like the Image Steno. It's 
cheaper than a phone, and you dont 
need to spend 15p on a picture 
message whenever you want to 
send its contents to someone else. 
Following the philosophy that you 
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It’s technically like a 
spy camera, but it’s 
probably less 007 
and more Steptoe. 


can attach anything 
to a USB flash drive, 
this is 64MB of 
memory with a built- 
in VGA camera and 
webcam. It's a good 
idea, but the product 
isn't much good at 
all. Pictures are small, 
oddly-coloured and 
blurry, but at least 
their tiny file sizes mean that you wont 
feel the stingy memory allocation 
breathing down your neck too soon. 
Incidentally, models boasting a more 
generous 128MB and frankly pointless 
32MB are also available. 

More usefully, the steno is driverless 
— appearing as a removable drive in 
Windows, in just the same way as a 
Standard flash drive — and has a built- 
in USB plug, rather than needing some 
easily-lost proprietary cable. This 
means that its probably the easiest 


Steno SV300 


for a fight with Palms camera-equipped 
Zire /1. Rumour has it, however, that a 
Zire 72 is in the works and web chatter 
suggests that it will feature an 
improved 1.3 Mexapixel camera. Until 
that arrives, the T]27 competes fairly 
well. Its cheaper, has a decent 320x320 
pixel display, and the |.MXL Motorola 
processor gives it a kick that you dont 
expect in a bargain PDA. The Sony 
spec sheet quotes a 10-day battery life 
for on/off, here-and-there type usage. 
In our constant battery test, the Lithium 
Polymer cell lasted for an impressive 
10-and-a-half hours. This handheld 
certainly has some staying power. 

As usual, Sony has added its own 
extra applications to the Palm OS: Clie 
Mail, Clie Files, Clie Viewer, Clie Memo 
and Clie Camera. In isolation, the T]2/ 
is a decent little e-organiser, but it still 
lacks the headphone jack that would 
make it more of an all-rounder. Watch 
out for the more powerful TJ37 which 
retains the digital camera and adds 
integrated Wi-Fi and that missing 
headphone socket (plus associated 
audio/video software). 

Dean Evans 





camera in the world from which to 
upload photos to your PC. We also like 
the small, sleek docking cradle, which 
also transforms the Steno into a 
webcam. Here, the low-quality image 
is less of an Issue, but it’s still poorer 
than many dedicated webcams. At 
least it's versatile, and also operates as 
a standalone movie recorder, although 
in this mode you'll fill up the memory 
quickly, So we recommend that you go 
for the 128MB model. 

A final word on the Stenos design 
is necessary. While we would have 
thought that it would make sense to 
have a removable or hinged cover over 
the lens, Apacer has instead decided to 
fix a bizarre and flimsy sliding hood 
over the USB plug. Even with this up, 
the end of the plug remains exposed, 
so all the hood does is get in the way, 
not actually protecting anything. It 
doesn't make a lick of sense. Much as 
we admire and applaud versatility and 
experimentation with technology, we 
have to say that this is one silicon 
chimeara that's just a bit too messed 
up to find a place in our world. 

Alec Meer 


PRICE £170 (£145 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2947 
INFO www.sonystyle.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU Motorola 200MHz I.MXL 
MEMORY 32MB RAM 

DISPLAY 3in 320x320 transreflective 
TFT (65K colours) 

CONNECTIVITY IR, Memory Stick Pro, 
USB (docking connector) 

OS Palm OS 5.2.1 

SIZE 113x75xl3mm 


WEIGHT 145g 





SONY CLIE PEG-TJ27 
Value 009000000 
0090000 
Performance @0 0000000 
OVERALL 


Features 








PRICE £50 (£42 ex VAT) 

SUPPLIER Intro 2020 01628 79 9901 
INFO www.lntro2020.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


IMAGE RESOLUTION 640x480 pixels 
LENS SPECIFICATION F2.8, f=4.51mm 
FOCAL LENGTH 20cm 

VIDEO RECORDING QVGA @ 15 fps 
INTERFACE USB 1.1 

STORAGE CAPACITY Built-in 64MB 
flash memory 

POWER SUPPLY Lithium (170mAH), 
USB-chargeable 

SIZE 95x26x14mm 

WEIGHT /0¢ 





APACER IMAGE 
STENO SV300 


Value 0090000 
CEAS) 
Performance @ 0 9000 
OVERALL 
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1.7GHz PENTIUM-M NOTEBOOK PC 


Sony VAIO PCG-Z1XSP 


ony may not make the 

best laptops, but it certainly 
makes some of the best- 
looking. Since its switch from the old 
lilac livery to a fresh and frosty-silver 
finish, machines like the PCG-ZIXSP 
have been designed to turn heads. 
Surprisingly lightweight and desirably 
sculpted, you'll like everything about 
this wedged-shaped VAIO, bar the price. 
Like an Armani suit or a Paul Smith shirt, 
today’s Sony style costs that little bit 
extra. Read the £2K price tag and weep. 

At the heart of the machine is a 
1./GHz Pentium-M, the flagship part of 
Intels all-conquering Centrino platform, 
while the 855GM board also hosts a 
giant 80GB hard disk and 512MB of 
RAM. With this strong technological 
base, the VAIO PCG-ZI1XSP feels like a 
top-end machine. Regular laptop 
market watchers might notice that this 
model is an update of last year’s 
impressive ZISP — the added “X is 
probably for ‘eXtra’. The old Z1SP 
featured a strong 1.5GHz processor and 
a 60GB hard disk. Time has improved 
upon this specification, while the price 
point has remained the same. 

The Z1XSP is a much better 
performer than the old model, and the 
MobileMark 2002 score would have 
reflected this speed if we had got the 
benchmark to run. We had to resort to 
a separate test for the battery rating, 
which eventually topped out at 180 
minutes. The laptops onboard Mobility 
Radeon IGP is hardly a big hitter in 
the graphics department, posting a 
ho-hum 3DMark2001SE score of 1,685. 
While Sony has updated the old Z1SP's 
processor, its hard drive, the optical 
drive and the internal wireless module, 
it Seems to have missed the chance to 
do the same for the integrated graphics. 
The old Mobility Radeon, with only 
16MB of VRAM to play with, is no better 
than Intels own Extreme Graphics 2 
system. Yes, the ZIXSP is perfect for 
mobile working, but its the hardware 
equivalent of choosing to play Spider 
Solitaire over Unreal Tournament. 

Alongside these core components, 
the ZIXSP also features a discreet 
DVD/RW drive, something that’s fast 
becoming standard issue on new (and 
higher-end) laptops. The 14.1in digital 
flat panel is unremarkable, but it does 
support resolutions up to 1,400x1,050 
pixels with pin-sharp accuracy, This 
higher resolution is a boon, enabling 
you to zoom out the desktop and get 
more documents onscreen at the 
same time. It's easily the next best 
thing to a 15in or widescreen display. 

In terms of expansion, the Sony 
features the usual array of ports and 
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The Z1XSP is an updated version of Sony's older Z1SP. It retains the wedge-shaped 
design, but ups the processor speed and HDD size, and upgrades 802.11b to 802.11¢. 





The case measures 39mm at its fattest 
point — so not much room for expansion. 


Slots: twin USB 2.0 ports, one PCMCIA 
interface and a FireWire connection. It's 
a little disappointing to see only two 
USB connections here, but a lack of 
connectivity is only to be expected 
considering the ZIXSPs weight and 
size. Nevertheless, the rest of the 
machine is well specified, benefiting 
from a stiff but comfortable keyboard 
plus a stylish 2-button Touchpad. 


Made for mobility 

As mentioned previously, the number 
of ports is limited due to the ZIXSP's 
eye-catchingly dinky dimensions. This 
means that other connection options 
are sparse and limited to a VGA-out, 
plus microphone and headphone 
sockets. As with all VAlOs, however, 
there is also a MagicGate slot, 
supporting Sony's own Memory Stick 
and Memory Stick Pro card formats. 

Of course, the ZIXSP makes up for 
any shortcomings, and then some. The 
machine is focused on mobile working 
and mobile connectivity, so alongside 
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PRICE £1,999 (£1,701 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £12 (£10 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 0207 365 2934 
INFO wwwvaio.sony-europe.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 1.7GHz Intel Pentium-M 

RAM 512MB 

HDD 80GB 

DRIVES Sony DVD/RW 

GRAPHICS 16MB Mobility Radeon 
SCREEN 14.1in TFT 

LCD (1400x1050) 

SOUND Yamaha AC-XG Audio 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS Inte! PRO/Wireless 2200BG, 
Bluetooth, 10/100 Ethernet, 

56K modem 

PORTS 2x USB 2.0, 1x FireWire, 

1x PCMCIA, VGA-out 

OTHER HARDWARE: MagicGate 
Memory Stick slot 

OS Windows XP Home Edition 
OTHER SOFTWARE SonicStage, 
MoodLogic, RealOne Player, 
PictureGear Studio, Adobe Photoshop 
Elements, Adobe Photoshop Album 
Starter Edition, DVgate Plus, Adobe 
Premiere 6.0 LE, WinDVD, VAIO Media, 
Adobe Reader 6, Adobe Acrobat 
Elements 6, Microsoft Works 70, 
Norton Internet Security 2004, Norton 
Password Manager, BlueSpace NE 
SIZE 316x247x24-39mm 

WEIGHT 2.1Kg 


the usual wired communications 
options — here the 10/100 
Ethernet and the rarely-used 56K 
modem — Sony has included 
both Bluetooth (for short-range 
networking) and WLAN chipsets. 
Notably, and as its designation 
suggests, the Intel PRO/Wireless 


PCPlus 


MOBILE MARK 2002 
50 100 


2200BG component is a dual- PCPlus _ 
mode module, with the ability to zooo 6000 9,000___ 32,000 


take advantage of an 802.11g- 
spun wireless network, should 
you be able to find one. 

Sony covers its machine with 
a basic one-year warranty, which is 
well below the three years of cover 
offered by some of the smaller 
vendors. But again, its all a question of 
balance. Sony loads its machine with 
far more software than most vendors 
do, and the extensive bundle here 
includes Microsoft Works 7 and the 
Adobe Companion Pack, which features 
Photoshop Elements, Photoshop Album 
Starter Edition and Premiere 6 LE, 
amongst others. 

We originally criticised the Z1SP for 
not living up to the long battery life 
claims for Centrino. The Z1XSP still 
underperforms compared with some 
notebooks we've seen, but its capable 
of delivering more power as its three- 
hour charge runs dry. But don't forget, 
this is a cutting-edge package, and 
this is reflected by a price tag that’s a 
penny short of £2,000. For this sort of 
outlay, you expect a 1./GHz Pentium M 
and integrated b/g wireless; you expect 
a DVD/RW and a cavernous 80GB hard 
drive. The fact that its so slim and 
Slickly-designed is a bonus. 

Dean Evans 





The Z1XSP features Intel’s dual 
mode PRO/Wireless 2200BG 
module, plus Bluetooth. 


SONY VAIO PCG-Z1XSP 


Features CEARA AA) 
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ATHLON 64 3400+ DESKTOP PC 


Tiny Power FX-53 


he Tiny brand name has 

been recently resurrected by 

the Time group, and with 
quite a few price-conscious systems 
already under its belt, the assumption 
was that this was going to be a brand 
synonymous with budget machines. 
Apparently, though, this isn't the case, 
as the Tiny Power FX-53 is anything but 
a budget system. In fact, its perfectly 
capable of taking on the high- 
performance names, and winning. 

Our initial impressions were 
somewhat mixed, with the large 
screen and quality speakers being 
undermined by the rather cheap- 
looking system unit. This case would 
be acceptable for a low-cost offering, 
but it doesnt really boast the sheen 
that you would expect for such a high 
price tag. Still, it is, of course, what's 
inside the machine that counts, and 
a quick look down the specification 
should make it clear where the money 
has been spent. 

As the system name suggests, the 
processor at the heart of this machine 
is AMD's Athlon 64 FX-53. Despite the 
Athlon moniker, this is effectively an 
Opteron processor, and as such system 
builders are a little limited when it 
comes to selecting a motherboard to 
build a system around. This is why it 
isnt too surprising to see that this 
machine uses the same Asus SK8N 
motherboard that can be found in 
Eveshams Axis 64 FX-53, which we 
reviewed last month. 

When you consider that this 
machine is £300 cheaper than 
Eveshams, the fear is that it wont quite 
perform up to the standard already set. 
But it transpires that these fears are 
totally unfounded, and in fact the Tiny 
Power FX-53 manages to produce 
results that are even better than those 
of its forebear. The SYSMark 2002 index 
of 349 Is an impressive result indeed, 
and while the Pentium 4EE systems do 
still have a lead in this particular test, 
the gap is narrowing. 

Memory throughput is pivotal to the 
performance of any machine, and its 
no surprise that the Tiny Power FX-53 
manages to produce awesome figures 
due to its memory subsystem. The 
result of 5692MB/s is simply the fastest 
that we've seen from any machine to 
pass through the PC Plus labs. The 
two 512MB sticks of Corsair-branded 
memory certainly have their work 
cut out, although the heat spreaders 
should ensure that theyre kept cool for 
the task at hand. 

Somewhat surprisingly for such a 
high-powered set-up, Tiny hasn't been 
overzealous in the cooling department, 
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Tiny's machine isn't cheap, but at least it’s easy to see where the money has been 
spent, and it redefines the standards by which other machines will be judged. 





Built-in card readers seem to be popping 
up everywhere these days. Tiny's version 
supports ten card formats. 


relying on a single exhaust fan above 
the processor to push the hot air out of 
the system. Despite our fears on this 
front, the machine actually runs cool 
enough, with the CPU temperature 
hovering around the 43°C mark. 


Bah humbug 

Despite the lack of additional fans, 
the Tiny Power FX-53 still manages 
to produce enough background hum 
to take the shine off the machines 
impressive audio capabilities. 
Admittedly there isn’t that much need 
for 71 audio right now, but Creatives 
Audigy 2 ZS sound card doesn't pull 
any punches when wired up to the 
veritable snakes nest that is 
VideoLogic’s ZXR 750. 

With the integration of next 
generation graphics cards a little while 
off yet, Tiny has had to get by with the 
current video powerhouse that is the 
Radeon 9800XT. Backed up by 256MB 
of RAM, and packing architecture that 
has seen All gain a significant lead 


from Nvidia, this graphics card 
can easily handle everything 
thats currently out there at 
extreme resolutions, as seen by 
the ludicrous 3DMark 2001SE 
score of 21,555 — the highest 
result we've ever seen. 

It's difficult to gauge how this 
machine will handle the titles 
of tomorrow, as theres a distinct 
lack of forward-looking titles at 
the moment. 3DMark2005 
hopefully gives a good indication 
of how the powerhouses will perform 
in the future, but nothing is written in 
Stone until the likes of Half Life 2 and 
Doom Ill actually start shuffling off the 
Shelves. The benchmark result of 6,712 
3DMarks certainly indicates that theres 
power to spare, as does the 
Aquamark3 score of 46,863, equating 
to an average throughput of 46.86fps. 

This remarkable graphical subsystem 
is connected to an equally-impressive 
AG Neovo 1/in TFT display. Boasting a 
1/0-degree viewing angle and a quick 
15ms response time to the default 
resolution of 1,280x1,024, the only 
downside to this monitor is that 
it only boasts a single D-SUB VGA 
input. This means that the digital 
output of the graphics engine is 
unnecessarily converted to analogue, 
then back again. 

We would have preferred the three- 
year warranty to be on-site rather than 
return-to-base, but you can't complain 
too much for this price. If you're looking 
to buy a performance powerhouse that 
will last you for some time yet, the Tiny 
Power FX-53 is hard to beat. 

Alan Dexter 
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PRICE £1,899 (£1,616 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Tiny.Com 0128 277 7555 
(quote system name, publication 
name and publication date) 

INFO wwwtiny.com 

WARRANTY Three years 


CPU 2.2GHz AMD Athlon 64 FX-53 
RAM 1GB DDR400 

MOTHERBOARD Asus SK8N 

nForce3 Pro 

HDD 200GB Western Digital 
(7200RPM ATA-100) 

DRIVES 8x DVD+RW, 16x DVD-ROM 
GRAPHICS 256MB ATi 

Radeon 9800XT 

SCREEN 17in Neovo TFT 

SOUND Sound Blaster Audigy 2ZS 
SPEAKERS 71 Videologic ZXR 750 
COMMS 10/100 Ethernet, 56K modem 
PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 2x 6-pin FireWire, 
1x SB1394, Serial, Parallel, PS/2 
keyboard and mouse, VGA-out, 
S-Video, DVI-I, S/PDIF In/Out, 

Mic, Headphone 

OTHER HARDWARE 10-in-1 Connect 
Pro Multi-format card reader 

OS Windows XP Professional SP1 
OTHER SOFTWARE Microsoft 

Works 7 CyberLink PowerDVD, 
Pinnacle DVD Copying Suite 
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The 17in screen renders a 
bright, crisp image, although 
the lack of a digital input is 
a little annoying. 
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MULTIMEDIA PROJECTOR 


PRICE £2,092 (£1,750 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.projected.co.uk 
0160 348 1100 

INFO www.pvp.toshiba.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years RTB 


SYSTEM DLP 

RESOLUTION XGA 1024x768 
ANSI LUMENS 1,000 
CONTRAST RATIO 2000:1 
LAMP LIFE 2,000 hours 
NOISE 37dB (34cB eco) 
AUDIO 1W speaker 

SIZE 25x9x5cm 

WEIGHT 0.9kg 


| 
PEREORMANCE 
SS AWARD 
rojectors are just getting 


Q ridiculously small these days. 


This latest one from Toshiba is the 
length of a sheet of A4 paper, yet is 
only 9cm thick and a mere 5cm deep. 
It's the perfect size to drop into your 
briefcase, although you don't need to 
do this, as the padded carry case Is Just 
as dinky, but still has enough room for 
the unit and all the cables you need. 
We've no idea how so much 
projector technology can be crammed 
into such a tiny space, but were very 








TOSHIBA TDP P6 
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8MP DIGITAL COMPACT CAMERA 


PRICE £799 (£680 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Warehouse Express 
0160 325 8012 

INFO www.canon.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year RTB 





TYPE Compact Zoom 
EFFECTIVE PIXELS 8,300,000 
APERTURE f/2 4-3.5 

FOCAL RANGE 28-200mm 
(35mm equivalent) 

ZOOM 7x 

STORAGE MEDIA CF type || 
FILE FORMATS JPEG Exif 2.2, RAW 
DISPLAY 2in TFT + EVF 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 

POWER Rechargable Li-lon 


D hile Canon is usually as guilty as 
any manufacturer of updating its 
products faster than shops can keep 
up, there have actually only been three 
cameras deemed worthy of the ‘Pro’ 


moniker. Were big fans of the current 
top-of-the-range G5, but as soon as 





GSD = you pull the Pro 1 out of the box, it’s 
POWERSHOT PRO 1 clear where your extra money's gone. 
The whopping 8MP sensor we can 
take or leave; the biggest advantage 
that the extra resolution brings is that 

images can be cropped heavily for 


PCPlus 217 | June 2004 





Toshiba TDP P6 











The P6 is small and 
perfectly-formed, 
except for the rather 
basic remote. 


impressed. For 
around £2,000, you 
get a XGA DLP 
projector that offers 
1,000 ANSI lumens 
output. Initially, we 
had concerns about 
heat, but while the 
right-side exhaust 
port blows out a fair 
amount of air, It 
never gets much 
above hand warm. It's also extremely 
quiet — a quality that only improves in 
economy mode. 

Geometry of the projected image is 
good. lts well focused right across the 
screen, and although theres some 
minor haloing in the top right of the 
image, this is hardly distracting. Scaling 
is middle-of-the-road, with text 
readable only as small as 6.8pt. Noise 
is virtually non-existent, though; this 
projector excelled in all our visual tests. 

Connection-wise, things are always 


This camera even 
comes with its own 
remote control, that’s 
how Pro it is. 


better composition 
and still printed to 
A4 sizes. Other than 
that, unless you 
habitually print at 
20x30ins, youre not 
gaining much over 
a 5MP camera. 

Still, all the 
features you would 
expect at this price 
are here. The Pro 1 
boasts a full range of metering and 
focussing options, full manual and 
priority control and a good selection of 
colour processing modes, thanks to the 
rightly-praised Canon DIGIC II LSI. 
Shutter speeds go as fast as 1/4000s, 
and ISO equivalency ranges nicely from 
50-400. The LCD is large and bright, the 
EVF refreshes quickly enough to frame 
moving shots well and everything is 
laid out thoughtfully, with the exception 
of the fiddly on/off switch and a 
practically unusable thumb dial. 


going to be limited on an ultra-portable 
model. For video, Toshiba uses the odd 
M1-D/A combined video and USB cable; 
otherwise, theres S-Video, composite 
via an adaptor and a mini-jack to 
power the internal one-watt speaker. 
As for the supplied remote, feature-free 
would be an appropriate term, as it 
consists of just a laser pointer, forward 
and back controls and a special effects 
shortcut, nothing else. The rest of the 
controls have to be accessed using the 
buttons mounted on top of the 
projector, which are neither easy to use 
nor conducive to an easy set-up 
process, something that the tiny drop- 
down foot and even smaller zoom and 
focus controls dont help with, either. 

If youre experiencing a little déjà 
vu, dont worry; this TDP P6 is the spit 
of the Infocus LP120, both in chassis 
and specification, which is a problem 
for Toshiba, as the Infocus model is 
currently cheaper. But overall the P6 is 
a good performer. It has an excellent 
image and enough brightness to cope 
with a lit office, and is a quiet runner, 
all wrapped up in a tiny package. 

Neil Mohr 


Canon PowerShot Pro 1 


It's a testament to the quality of 
all cameras nowadays that the dual 
focusing system, which eradicates any 
kind of shutter lag, isn't as noteworthy 
as it would have been a year ago. In Its 
stead, the real standout feature of this 
camera is the lens. It's the first compact 
lens to be awarded entry into Canon's 
exclusive professional L- series. 

The zoom is driven by a quiet 
ultra-sonic motor controlled by a zoom 
ring, and reaches a healthy 200mm 
equivalence. Our only minor complaint 
is that theres noticeable vignetting at 
the longest reach, and the USM motor 
takes a fraction of a second to respond 
to a twist of the collar. There are also a 
few tell-tale traces of purple fringing, 
although this is nothing compared to 
the Sony F828, for example. 

The Pro 1 is hard to dislike. Picture 
quality is crisp, although theres a slight 
tendency to underexpose, and the 
flash and macro facilities are top of the 
class. It's biggest drawback is the fact 
that Nikon and Minolta offer the same 
features for less money, in the shape of 
the 8/00 and the A2 respectively. 
Adam Oxford 








PRICE £1,761 (£1,499 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £10 (£9 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Toshiba 0870 444 8944 
INFO wwwoshiba.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU 1./GHz Pentium-M 

RAM 512MB DDR333 

HDD 60GB Toshiba (4,200rpm) 
DRIVES Teac DVD-ROM/CD-RW Combo 
GRAPHICS 64MB Nvidia GeForce 

FX Go5200 

SCREEN 14.1in TFT (1,024x768) 
SOUND SoundMAX integrated audio 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 802.11b Wi-Fi, 56K Modem, 
Gigabit Ethernet 

PORTS 2x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, SD 
Card Reader, 2x PCMCIA Type Il, 
Parallel, VGA-Out, S-Video, 
Headphones, Mic 

OTHER HARDWARE None 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Pro 
OTHER SOFTWARE Drag'n'Drop CD, 
WinDVD 2000, ConfigFree, Connectivity 
Doctor, Microsoft OneNote 2003 

SIZE 314x259x34.9mm 

WEIGHT 2.3kg 
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A pair of stacked PCMCIA slots 
is an unusual, but welcome, 
sight, and the same can be said 
about an SD card reader. 


TOSHIBA TECRA M2 
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1.7GHz PENTIUM-M NOTEBOOK PC 


Toshiba Tecra M2 


ere hoping to see the first 
influx of notebooks running 
Intels new ‘Dothan’ mobile 
processor next month. How much 
improvement this will bring is open to 
debate, and were much more excited 
about the release of the revamped 
platform, codenamed ‘Sonoma, later in 
the year. Still, common sense would 
suggest that the new chip is going to 
be at least marginally better than the 
current Pentium-M. We would have 
thought, therefore, that this wasnt the 
ideal time for manufacturers to release 
high-end machines using the older 
technology. However, that's exactly 
what Toshiba has done here. 

In Toshs defence, the Tecra M2 





does at least use the most future-proof 


of the current chips: the 1./GHz 
Pentium-M, or the 735 as Intels new 


naming strategy (see page xxxx) would 
have us call it. This is placed within the 


855PM ‘Centrino’ chipset, providing it 
with the surroundings in which it feels 
most at home. Standing proudly 
alongside it are two DIMMs of DDR333 
RAM, adding up to a total of 512MB of 
system memory. 

This balanced diet is the kind of 
thing thats become pretty staple 
within laptops over the past few 
months, and more often than not, 
it has resulted in tasty performance 
figures. Were therefore a little 
disappointed with the morsels that this 
Tecra throws at us. 130 points within 
MobileMark2002 isn't the kind of thing 
to leave us completely satisfied; we've 
seen machines with the same basic 
set-up return scores that beat that by 
more than 50. A battery life of three 
hours and 3/7 minutes is hardly 
revolutionary, but neither is it low 
enough for us to identify it as the 
primary reason for this disappointing 
result. This leaves us with little option 
but to point an accusatory finger at 
system performance. 


Got it in the neck 

The most obvious hindrance to 

the M25 speed of operation is that all- 
too-common bottleneck within 
portable machines: the hard drive. 
Toshiba has thrown in one of its own 
60GB models, which would be fine, 
except for the fact that it boasts a 
rotational speed of just 4,200rpm; 
5400rpm, and even /200rpm, drives 
are no longer the rarity within 
notebooks that they used to be. HD 
Tach figures of 22.1ms for random 
access time and 20Mb/s for average 
read speed demonstrate that this 
model is far more tortoise than hare. 
The effect that this one below-par 





A plasticky chassis and cheap-looking keyboard don't create a promising first 
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impression. Sadly, the Tecra M2 is one notebook that you can judge by its cover. 





Toshiba has provided a number of 
methods for cursor control, with a nipple, 
a touch-pad and buttons all on offer. 


device can have on the rest of the 
system shouldn't be underestimated. 

As the use of the 855PM, rather 
than GM, chipset suggests, this 
notebook features a standalone 
graphics card. Sadly, this isn't a Radeon 
Mobility 9/00, a GeForce FX Go5/00, or 
any other top-of-the-range option. In 
fact, the GeForce FX Go5200 is little 
better than Intel's integrated ‘Extreme’ 
solution. If youre intending on trying 
out any of the newer, DirectX 90-based 
games, you'll find this offering woefully 
inadequate, as a score of 1,273 in 
3DMark2003 shows. It will cope fine 
with older games, or any other graphics 
applications, but it's functional rather 
than outstanding. 

As it happens, that description fits a 
great deal of the M2s components. At 
a price approaching £1,800, we would 
certainly hope to see a DVD/RW drive, 
so the sight of a Tecra DVD-ROM/CD- 
RW combo does nothing for us. The 
same goes for 802.11b Wi-Fi capability. 


This may have been note- 
worthy six months ago, but 
most of the newer machines 
now boast compatibility 

with the far superior 1g 
standard. The sound device, 
meanwhile, is the integrated, 
and average, SoundMAX 
option. Even wired 
connectivity is a little 
prohibitive, with only two 
USB 2.0 sockets, plus a 4-pin 
FireWire and two PCMCIA 
Type Il slots, on hand. A 
Gigabit Ethernet port is a rare 
oasis in this bleak and barren landscape. 

Externally, this Tecra looks nothing 
like a £1,800 laptop. The entire chassis 
feels cheap and plasticky, with an 
unresponsive keyboard and a Jerky 
touch-pad standing out as particular 
low points. The screen is also 
mediocre; vertical viewing angles are 
decidedly poor. Add to this the fact 
that, on our review model, the 
Windows XP and Centrino stickers were 
peeling off, and you're not exactly filled 
with confidence. 

Of course, appearances can be 
deceptive. In this case, though, they're 
pretty much spot on. The M2 features 
far too many outdated components to 
make it a player in an ultra-competitive 
laptop market, and its shortcomings are 
compounded by a vastly over-inflated 
price tag. Quite how Toshiba hopes to 
sell a machine featuring average 
system performance and battery life, 
poor graphics and no DVD/RW drive for 
nearly £1,800 is beyond us. It’s likely to 
end up sorely disappointed. 

Russell James 





VIDEO EDITING/AUTHORING 


Ulead VideoStudio 8 





he key software battles 
used to be fought between 
word processors and 
integrated suites. Theyre now being 
fought between home video editors. 
There are three main contenders: 
Pinnacle Studio, recently updated to 
version 9 Roxios new VideoWave 7 Pro 
and the subject of this review, 
VideoStudio 8 from Ulead. 

All of these programs are designed 
to take video from a number of 
different sources, but particularly from a 
digital camcorder. They enable you to 
chop your footage, edit out the bad 
bits, add fancy transitions, effects and 
soundtracks and finally save it as an 
MPEG file, video CD or DVD, or upload it 
to the Internet. 

Rather than getting increasingly 
complex, as later versions of most 
established applications do, much of 
the work in improving VideoStudio 8 
has been concentrated in making 
things easier. Instead of doing 
everything by hand, you can let the 
program do more and more for itself, 
providing guidance for its automation, 
rather than specific instructions. 

The starter dialog now offers two 
ways into the program. You can go 
through to the video editor in the 
traditional way, or into the new 
MovieWizard. The wizard can create a 
movie from your video in just three 
steps. The first of these is the loading 
of video clips. This can be done either 
by downloading digital video from a 
camera, or by loading video segments 
from previously-saved files. As is 
commonly the case with modern video 
editors, scene breaks are automatically 
identified on loading. At this stage you 
can reorder your scenes, and delete 
any that youte unhappy with. 

Once the editing is complete, you 
need to choose a template. A 
VideoStudio 8 template defines intro 
and exit sequences, transitions and 
overlays, both text and graphical. There 
are 14 to choose from, including Nature, 
Old Film and Romantic, and each has 
a definite style with, for instance, Old 
Film reproducing all video in sepia 
and adding artificial — and rather too 
regular — scratches. 

Finally, you have a choice of 
destinations for your newly-defined 
movie. You can create a video file in 
any of eight formats, or burn a CD or 
DVD directly. It all works in a clear and 
simple way, although we experienced 
difficulties getting one of the library 
clips to render under the MovieWizard. 
There didn’t appear to be anything 
wrong with the clip itself, as it rendered 
successfully from VideoStudios editor. 


«Ulead VideoStudio Movie Wizard 
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SOFTWARE 


PRICE £50 (£43 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Ulead +49 221 310 8830 
(Germany) 

INFO www.ulead.co.uk 


CPU 800MHz Pentium III 
RAM 256MB (512MB recommended) 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


CPU 2.8GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP Pro 


While there are definite 
improvements in VideoStudio 8, 
there's no real ‘must have’ 
feature. The MovieWizard 
speeds up the editing process 
with well thought-out 
automation, but you could 
soon tire of the limited range 
of templates for your movies. 


For those who don’t have much time on their hands, the MovieWizard automates 
the editing process, using pre-defined templates to speed things up. 





You can now add text directly to a 
frame, colour and style it as you want 
and control its animation. 


The editor is still the primary way to 
mould and shape your movie, and a 
number of improvements have been 
added to the program, which still 
maintains a clearly-defined and well- 
organised interface. 

At the video import end, theres 
now a shuttle control, which makes it 
easy to move backwards and forwards 
within the video on your camcorder. 
There are also useful new editing 
effects and filters, such as the ability 
to add angled frames through which 
your video can be viewed. You can 
add arrows and other decorations as 
overlays, to give your clips a slightly 
zany feel, or use the new ‘album’ 
transition between scenes, which 
gives the appearance of turning the 
pages of a book. 

VideoStudio 8's Auto Exposure filter 
improves clips with uneven brightness, 
although it isnt as effective as the 
restoration tools in Pinnacle Studio 9 
You can design overlays, though, with 
one video inset on another, and resize 
the overlay directly on screen. You can 


also apply effects to it. While 
were discussing overlays, we 
should mention that you can 
now place several text overlays 
on your video at once, and 
control how each animates in 
and out of frame. You type 
directly onto the frame, which 
makes positioning easier, and 
new animations, such as Drop, 
Swing and Moving Path improve 
the visual variety of your captions. 
You can also add solid and semi- 
transparent bars over your video, but 
behind the titles, to improve the 
readability of captions. 

The ‘What's New’ section of the 
programs help file describes the new 
Auto Music Generator as ‘using award- 
winning Smart Sound technology to 
provide original tunes which fit perfectly 
with each scenes mood and duration’. 
However this is true only if your video 
is shot in a lift and requires background 
music that fades out at the end. 

There are improvements to 
VideoStudios sound facilities, though. 
These include a better audio mixer, so 
that you can control the relative levels 
of soundtrack and narration, and the 
ability to ‘rubber band’ on the timeline, 
SO you can visually adjust sound levels 
at any point in your movie by clicking 
and dragging. Theres also the ability to 
pan sound across the stereo sound 
Stage, but no support for multi-channel 





A good range of MIDI tracks is 
available for soundtracking, but 
they're all a bit bland. 


sound systems. LP cPlus ratings eed 
Overall, this is a useful upgrade if ULEAD VIDEOSTUDIO 8 

youre already familiar with VideoStudio, 

but not a reason for switching from one 

of the packages rivals. 

Simon Williams 
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ideo CD authoring is traditionally a complex 
business. There will probably be file formats 
to be converted, audio issues to consider, 
and menus to create. Installing Sonic MyDVD for CD 
makes a refreshing change. You dont have to use 
Explorer as your File Manager. Turbo Browser Express 
is one of the best alternatives on the market. 

Or why not install MaxiVista SE, and try extending 
your desktop over the nearest networked PC. 

Exclusive to this month's disc is a PC Protection 
toolkit. We've got ten free packages which prove 
that keeping your PC and data secure doesn't have 
to be expensive. 

Combine this with two further full programs, plus 
all the regular sections and you've got another packed 
line up! The DVD offers additional content including 
KDE 3.2 and XML Explorer 2.6.6 worth £12. 


Visit pcplus.co.uk and get 


thousands of FREE downloads! 


-> www.pcplus.co.uk /downloads/default.asp? 


The PC Plus web site is your one-stop resource for thousands of 
amazing free downloads, from essential utilities to major full 
programmes. You're bound to find something that you want! 


PCPlus gives you more 
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Using your SuperDiscs 








Insert the SuperDisc into 

your CD/DVD drive and it 
will autorun. Read the terms and 
conditions and click OK to 
proceed, or Cancel if you don’t 
wish to use the disc. If you click 
OK the interface will launch, 
enabling you to navigate the CD 


using the PCPlus custom interface. 
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Upgrade PE 
and save AA 
money — 

Save money on upgrades 


to the latest versions of 
our SuperDisc software 
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If the SuperDisc fails 

to autorun after you've 
inserted the disc into your 
drive, simply run the program 
D:/SUPERDISC.EXE (D: being 
the DVD/CD drive, or other 
drive letter if appropriate). 


(or above). 


Jim i ee D ie Ee Ft ee Ge le 


bess Laide Peete Pee 


The PCPlus SuperDisc is 
designed to perform at its 
best using Internet Explorer 5.5 


Complete SuperDisc listing 


VIDEO CD AUTHORING: 
WORTH £20 


Sonic MyDVD for CD @ 
Installing Sonic MyDVD for CD 
makes a refreshing change. 
Create a new VCD project and 
youte presented with a blank 
menu screen, from which you 
can capture video, or add files or 
slideshow images you have 
already. It's very straightforward. 


DISC UTILTY: Q 
AS SOLD FOR £17 

Paragon CD-ROM Emulator 
Personal Edition 2.6 

This clever program starts by 
creating images of your most- 
used CDs, which are stored as 
files on your PC. It then creates 
virtual CD drives, as many as you 
like, and mounts an image on 
each one. Spend a little time 
getting everything working, and 
you'll be able to put all those 


Spare discs back on 
the shelf 


GRAPHICS SOLUTION: 
AS SOLD FOR £395 
Deneba Canvas 7 


The world is full of graphics 
programs. Go online and there 
are loads of great free 
applications. By now you 
probably already have all the 
image editing, processing and 
painting tools you need, so why 
look elsewhere? Install Canvas 7 
for yourself and you will soon 


eb Email 
| ome | Tel 


Web site 





find out; the attention to detail is 
obvious from the moment you 


O 


select Filel|Open. 


MANAGEMENT TOOL: 
AS SOLD FOR £22 


Turbo Browser Express 3 

ts hard to believe, but you don't 
have to use Explorer as your File 
Manager — before Windows 
appeared there was a thriving 
market in third-party 
management tools. There are still 
a few around, and Turbo Browser 
Express Is one of the best. 





INTRUSION DETECTION SYSTEM: 
AS SOLD FOR OVER £35 


BlackICE Defender 2.9 
BlackICE Defender offers an 
intrusion detection system that 
analyses incoming and outgoing 
network traffic in real time, 
looking for suspect activity. 

By analysing protocol activity, 
rather than just pattern 

matching, it can detect intrusions 
even when they're using 
fragmented packets. As soon as 
an intruder has been detected, 

all further activity from that IP 
address is blocked. 

FULL SOFTWARE COLLECTION G 
PC Protection Toolkit 

Ask most people how to protect 
a PC and they'll talk about 


firewalls and antivirus tools. 
These are a good place to start 





PROTECTION SOFTWARE: 


~ Technical Support 
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Got a problem with your SuperDisc? 


CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT 
pcplus.support @futurenet.co.uk 

01225 822 743 
www.futurenet.com/support 

Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but cannot 
provide assistance for Linux or BeOS software, or extensive 
training on the software or on PC hardware, DOS or Windows. 


Damaged or missing SuperDisc 


MISSING SUPERDISC If you bought this issue of PC Plus 
but did not receive the discs, then see your newsagent. 
DAMAGED SUPERDISC If in the unlikely event your 
cover disc is faulty, please call our reader support team 


on 01225 822 743 


£30,000 PRIZES 
TELL US WHAT 


YOU THINK © 


TURN TO PAGE 28 NOW 
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securing your system, but you 
need a little extra help to be 
really safe. Think what might 
happen if your laptop or PC were 
stolen, for instance. How much 
personal data might you risk 
giving away? Protect yourself 
with these ten great packages. 
SPECIAL EDITION 


MaxiVista SE © 


What's the screen resolution 

on your PC? Something like 
1,280x1,024 is typical for a 

19in monitor, and that's fine for 
many applications. But others, 
such as 3D modelling or image 
editing, could always use a little 
extra space. Perhaps you can't 
afford a 23in monitor, but theres 
a more economical solution to 
hand. Install MaxiVista SE and 
you can extend your desktop 
over the nearest networked PC. 


DISPLAY UTIILITY: 





XML EDITOR: 
AS SOLD FOR £12 


XML Explorer 2.6.6 

XML is increasingly the format 
of choice for databases, data 
exchange, and even some 
desktop applications. But how 
do you inspect or work more 
effectively with the underlying 
XML files? It's straightforward, as 
long as you have a viewer like 
XML Explorer. It can create 
database schemas, or interfaces 
with SourceSafe. 
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WORTH £20 
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SONIC MYDVD FOR CD 


for CD 






“+ Untitled (Video CD) - Sonic MyOWD 


Capture and edit your home movies, then create your own 
professional-looking video CDs with this versatile software 





Windows 98 or later, 
Windows Media Player 
/1, Internet Explorer 5.x 
or later, 128MB RAM, 
65MB hard drive space 


4 INTERMEDIATE 
Very easy — how video 
CD authoring should be 


SERIAL CODE 


Follow instructions once 
windows is launched 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Sonic 
INFO www.sonic.com 


! None 









































Give your VCDs a professional look 














Film any event and you'll end up with a mass 
of different scenes. Editing these will make your 





ideo CD authoring can be a 
complex business. There will 
invariably be file formats to 
be converted, audio issues to consider, 
and menus to create. And freeware 
tools designed to help tend to be 
quirky command-line programs, with 
documentation only partially translated 
from the original Japanese. 

Installing Sonic MyDVD for CD 
makes a refreshing change. Create a 
new VCD project and you're presented 
with a blank menu screen, from which 
you can capture video, or add files or 
slideshow images you have already. It's 
all very straightforward. 

Click on Get Movies and you can 
add any videos you've shot earlier (up 
to the 650MB or 700MB limit). MyDVD 
can import MPEG-1, MPEG-2, WMV and 
AVI (but not DivX) files, along with MOV 
and MP4 videos if you have QuickTime 
player 6 installed. 

As you import files, MyDVD for CD 
automatically creates and arranges 
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This is the storyboard editor, where you can 
Start the real work. Want to rearrange your 


menu buttons for them. The results 
look great, and you can customise 
them to include DVD-like motion 
menus. Just choose the style you 
want from the Tools|Edit Style dialog. 

This would be more than enough 
for most CD authoring packages, but 
MyDVD for CD has more to offer. 
Double-click on a video and you'll 
launch it in the editing window. Here 
the program can automatically detect 
scenes, or you can do it by hand. 

Next you can move to a storyboard 
editor, where you rearrange or trim your 
clips to create the story you want. You 
can add captions, a soundtrack and 
even fancy transitions and effects. 

When your'e finished, click the Burn 
button, select OK, and your video CD 
will be created. The chances are that 
you'll never need the detailed Help file, 
but if you browse it then keep in mind 
it also covers the full MyDVD. This 
includes instructions on burning DVDs, 
while our version is CD-only. PCP 
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Upgrade to 
any Sonic 
Desktop product 


Get 10 per cent off any 
product from the full 
Sonic range 


It's a superb product, but Sonic 
MyDVD for CD is, of course, limited to 
CDs. To get DVD functionality you'll 
need to upgrade to one of the full 
versions. Prices range from £29 to 
£57, and you can find out more at 
www.sonic.com. Order before the 
end of August 2004, and you'll get 
10 per cent off these, or any other 
Sonic Desktop product. Just quote 
the discount code pcp217. 


www.sonic.com 





Click on OK when finished, then choose 
ToolslEdit Style. If you've still got space left 


home movie much more impressive, so double-click 
on your video once you've imported it into MyDVD. 
Click Detect Scenes and MyDVD will automatically 
detect each scene, then click Add to Storyboard 
when you're happy. 
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scenes? Simply drag and drop them on the timeline. 


Use the Text tool at the top-right to add captions. 
If you want to include fancy transitions between 
scenes, just pick one from the list and drag it 
between any two scenes. 


on the CD, why not choose one of the three motion 
menu templates? Alternatively you can customise 
them with your own background, button frame or 
soundtrack. Select OK when you're done, then Burn 
to create a very polished Video CD. 


FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £17 


Paragon CD-ROM 
Emulator Personal 


PARAGON CD-ROM EMULATOR PERSONAL EDITION 2.6 


om | 


= Create CD Image File 















Cut down on that disc switching and clear your desk of coasters 
by turning your hard drive into a virtual CD multichanger 





Windows 98 or later, 
2MB disk space 








2 BEGINNER 
Helpful wizards make 
this the CD emulator 





























anyone Can Use 


SERIAL CODE 


G Not required 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Paragon Software Group 
INFO www.cdrom-emulator.com 


! None 











ired of CDs piling up around 
your PC? It's a common 
Story, even for the tidiest of 
computer users. There are back-ups, 
audio CDs, all those applications that 
wont run unless their CD is in your 
drive — even your Windows disc is 
required occasionally. Even if youre 
careful, all this switching inevitably 
results in damage over time, and your 
discs can easily become unreadable. 

What you need is the Paragon 
CD-ROM Emulator. This clever program 
Starts by creating images of your most- 
used CDs, which are stored as files on 
your PC. It then creates virtual CD 
drives, as many as you like (subject to 
available drive letters), and mounts an 
image on each one. 

Spend a little time getting 
everything working, and you'll be able 
to put all those spare discs back on 
the shelf. Applications will no longer 
ask you to ‘Insert the correct CD’, and 
audio CDs will always be available. 


You'll even be able to browse the 
virtual drives in Explorer, and it'll seem 
just as though youre viewing the 
original disc — except that performance 
will be improved, of course, because 
accessing your hard drive is faster than 
reading from a CD. 

There are other tools around that 
perform a similar task, but Paragon has 
a number of advantages. For starters, 
its much less obtrusive, with no hard- 
to-remove Windows service, and it 
won't even add a virtual CD drive until 
you specifically request it. 

Paragon is particularly flexible when 
it comes to creating images. You could 
build an image by copying a CD, just 
like the competition, but it can also use 
track image files (ISO, WAV MP3). Or you 
can build a CD image from any group 
of files you like, turning the program 
into a kind of virtual CD burning tool. 
Despite all these features, its very easy 
to use — this really is the best CD 
emulator around. PCP 


Create hard drive images of your CDs 


Add CDROM Drive 


-Dhoni location of the CD image fie 
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Paragon CD- 
ROM Emulator 
Personal Edition 3 


Get added DVD functionality 
at a bargain-basement price 


Our free version of the CD emulator 
supports data, audio and mixed-mode 
CDs, but the latest version can also 
handle VCD, DVD, DVD-Video formats, 
and more. There are lots of new 
features, but shell extensions and a 
Quick Start option ensure the program 
is still easy to use. The cost? Around 
£10, an amazing 50 per cent off the 
usual price. To take up this offer, head 
to Www.paragon-gmbh.com, click 
the BUY NOW button, enter PC Plus 

as the coupon code and click Update. 
Note: Limited to one promotional gift 
certificate or coupon per order. 


www.cdrom-emulator.com 
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© Mount drive for this user ony 


Double-click on the Paragon CD Emulator icon 

in your system tray, and then choose ‘Add a 
virtual CD drive’ from the start-up menu. Choose a 
letter for your new drive, and check ‘Mount for this 
session only’ if you want it to disappear when you 
reboot. Click on ‘OK’ and the drive should appear in 
‘My Computer’. 
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Launch the start-up menu again, then choose 

‘Create a CD image’, and decide how the image 
will be created (copying an existing CD, or creating 
one from files). Work your way through the wizard, 
finally choosing a name and folder for the image 
(it’s going to be stored as a file on your hard drive). 
Now click ‘Create’. 


Fe) DACHEM DAD 11d (PROREER) 





If you didn’t choose a Hot Key and virtual drive 

destination during the wizard, launch Paragon 
CD-ROM Emulator Manager from the startup menu. 
Click on your virtual drive, select Add Image, and 
select the image file you've just created. It’s now 
ready to be used by your apps, just like a regular CD. 
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FULL PROGRAM 


CANVAS 7 


AS SOLD FOR £395 





Windows 98 or later, 
82MB disk space 



































7 INTERMEDIATE 
Some drawing and 
image editing 


knowledge will help 


SERIAL CODE 


G www.deneba.com/cv/reg 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Deneba 
INFO www.deneba.com 


1 None 








Easily create clickable web buttons 





Image viewer, file format converter, paint tool, vector drawing 
application, desktop publisher — it's a one-stop graphics solution 


he world ts full of graphics 

programs. Go online and 

there are loads of great free 
applications. Buying a digital camera? 
Have a copy of Imagelweaker 7 A 
scanner? The bundled PhotoCruncher 3 
is yours. By now you probably already 
have all the image editing, processing 
and painting tools you need, so why 
try this one? 

Install Canvas / for yourself and you 
will soon find out; the attention to 
detail is obvious from the moment you 
select File|Open. It handles all the 
formats you would expect of any image 
editor or paint program, like JPEG, TIF 
BMP and PNG, but you can also open 
more unusual formats, like AutoCad 


Bene] 
Gb a 


(DWG and DXF), Adobe Illustrator (Al), or 
Lotus Freelance (PRE). Add support for 
legacy files like GEM IMG, and a range 
of document formats (PPT, RTF PDF), 
and Canvas 7 soon comes in handy as 
a viewer for trickier graphics formats. 

Such a restricted use would mean 
you would be missing out on a host of 
useful features, though. Now you've 
opened these images, why not start 
working with them? Click ImagelAdjust 
and you can start tweaking brightness, 
contrast, colour levels, saturation and 
more. Histograms, tone curves and 
other tools offer precision adjustment 
to get just the effect you need. 

Other options on the Image menu 
enable you to resample, resize or trim 


| ted 
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an image, apply a range of filters for 
retouching or to create special effects, 
combine images and more. Canvas 7 
is a very competent image editor, but 
thats just the start of its capabilities. 


Powerful painting 
Not happy with an image you've 
opened? Canvas 7 enables you to add 
to it with a choice of sophisticated 
painting tools. As well as the usual 
drawing and fill options, there are tools 
like dodge and burn (to lighten or 
darken an image), smudge and sponge 
tools to smear colour, and a ‘rubber 
Stamp’ for cloning areas of a picture. 
Canvas / is equally at home with 
vector drawing. Smart tools such as 








Canvas comes with some handy tutorials to 
help you get started. You'll find them in the 





Drag the Tools palette out from your docking 
bar (or click Windows!PalettesIShow Toolbox). 





Right now we want to access the web menu. 
Drag the Animated GIF tool (a yellow film strip 





program folder (DenebalCanvas 7ITutorial by default). 
We're interested in Button.cnv, so open that first. 
You'll see three numbered spheres, complete with 
shadows, which we'll convert into web page buttons. 
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Can't see too many options? Right-click on a button, 
or drag it away from the toolbar, and you'll see all 
the rest. Pick ‘Close All’ from a toolbox control menu 
to regain control. 


icon), then double-click on the Web Button tool next 
to it (Canvas uses tooltips to help you learn what 
goes where). Click on the left-hand arrowhead 
(pointing up) to expand the otherwise-empty Web 
Button palette. 


_ Slowchart.Ony 
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AutoCurve make it easy to produce 
complex Bezier curves, while other 
options like Push or Reshape let you 
tweak the finished results. 

This doesn't have to be for purely 
artistic purposes. You could use the 
rectangle, oval, arc and line tools 
to produce CAD or architectural 
drawings. Theres even a wide range of 
dimensioning tools to specify lengths, 
widths, angles, diameters and so on. 
Or you can easily create 3D effects 
with powerful features like Perspective 
and Extrusion. 

While you've got a wide range of 
bitmap effects, and plenty of vector 
power, but what really makes Canvas 7 
special is the fact that you can 
combine the two. It's possible to take 
that shiny new vector object, for 
instance, then apply a blur filter, 
emboss the results and tweak its 
contrast. This works with third-party 
effects (plug-ins compatible with 





The new palette has three boxes, representing 
your button in different states. Drag sphere 
number 1 into the ‘Up’ box, number 2 into ‘Over’, and 

3 into ‘Down’. Move your mouse cursor over the 
Preview button (and click it) to see how this works, 
then drag the Preview button into the top palette 


window to store it. 


CANVAS 7 
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Photoshop 4), and you can continue to 
edit the object as a vector afterwards. 

With all these features we've already 
exceeded the capabilities of most 
programs, but not with Canvas 7 The 
best is still to come. 


Document templates 

Along with image editing, retouching 
and painting, Canvas 7 also makes a 
decent stab at desktop publishing. Click 
File| New and you'll see that the 
program enables you to create 
illustrations, newsletters, presentations, 
even animated GIFs. Either load one of 
the pre-built templates, or launch the 
New Document Wizard to walk you 
through the start-up process. 

Maybe youre creating a document 
for the web? Canvas / can handle that, 
too. After building your pages, click 
File|Save to Web and follow the 
straightforward wizard. Your Canvas 
pages can be saved as a complete site, 


Open the tutorial file WebPage.cnv and we can 

test our work. Drag your button from the Web 
Button palette, and drop it to the left of ‘News’. 
Repeat this for the other captions. But how will this 
look on the page? Click ‘Start Play Mode’, then move 
your mouse over (or click on) the buttons to find out. 


There’s no shortage of 
tools for butchering — 


floorplans and more. 


a single page or a series of graphics 
— it's your call. The images will be 
optimised for you, and Canvas can 
even upload them to your FTP server. 

With all this graphics power to 
control you might expect the Canvas 
interface to be a little overwhelming, 
but in fact it's surprisingly 
Straightforward. Instead of a vast array 
in toolbars, everything you need is 
docked in tabbed palettes at the 
top of your screen. Simply choose 
whichever one you need, right-click 
on a tool to open Its associated toolbar, 
and youre ready to go. 

All this functionality does have one 
drawback: until you learn where 
everything is, it can be tricky to track 
down the option you need. It’s best to 
start by exploring, and browsing the 
excellent documentation. Along with 
helpful tutorials, the disc also contains 
PDF manuals, from a Quick Reference 
to detailed user guide. PCP 


U.S. To 


sorry, retouching — photos. 


Canvas excels at bitmap 

work, but don’t forget its 
vector features — you can 
use it for CAD, flowcharts, 














UPGRADE & 


SAVE 


ELES 


Upgrade to 
Canvas 9 


Are you looking for even 
more features? Then look 
no further... 


The latest version of Canvas includes 
a 64-bit co-ordinate system for 
CAD-like precision, a maximum 
document size of 2,000x2,000 miles 
(no, really), new image tools such as 
red eye reduction, extensive scripting 
support, the ability to export 
animations in AVI and much more. 
Normally £386, it's yours for only 
£172, a saving of over £200. Call 
0208 200 0100 to get your discount. 


www.deneba.com/cv/reg 


(F uses BJT mo) 


« 


That’s the visuals sorted, but shouldn't your 

button do something when clicked? Select the 
‘News’ button, then choose ObjectlOptionsIURL Tag. 
Pick the News page from the list (or enter an http 
URL), and click Assign. Repeat for the other buttons, 
and you're done. Use FilelSave to web to publish. 
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FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £22 


Turbo Browser 
Express 3 





TURBO BROWSER EXPRESS 3 


ay 
i 








There is life after Explorer — you can view, copy and manage 
files more easily with this intelligent management tool 


ts hard to believe, but you 
don't have to use Explorer as 
your File Manager. Before 
Windows appeared there was a thriving 
market in third-party management tools. 
There are still a few around, and Turbo 
Browser Express is one of the best. 

Okay, you don't want to have to 
learn a whole new interface. The 
authors know this, so the program 
looks and works a lot like Explorer. 
You'll find you can create and rename 
folders, and copy and launch files 
immediately, without checking a single 
word of the Help file. 

So why bother with Turbo Browser 
Express? Easy file viewing is a major 
feature. Just click on a file and it's 
displayed in the preview window, no 
hanging around for an application to 
load, and no window to close when 
youre done. Theres a huge list of 
supported formats, and you can add 
ActiveX objects to view more, but keep 
in mind this version appeared in 2002. 





Windows 98 or later, 
5MB disk space 








4 INTERMEDIATE 
IF you know Explorer, 
then you'll manage fine 


SERIAL CODE 


Visit www.goturbo.com/ 
reg/email/registration. 
































php and use the 
registration code 
0308tbx2002 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER FileStream Inc 
INFO wwwfilestream.com 


! None 














Don’t worry about ditching Explorer, not least 

because Turbo Browser Express looks very 
similar: browse to a folder of interest in the tree and 
view the files on the right. Choose View/Thumbnails if 
you're looking at images, then click on one to see a 
preview. Use the buttons in the preview window to 
flip, rotate, mirror or copy the image to the clipboard. 
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File management without Windows Explorer 


Files with recent format changes may 
not display properly. 

Theres real intelligence behind the 
file display, too. Turbo Browser Express 
doesnt Just show you images. You can 
rotate them, zoom in and out, find pixel 
colours, and so on. The contents of ZIP 
archives are displayed, so you can 
preview them without having to 
decompress the files first. HTML files 
are displayed in source and WYSIWYG 
form, and program source code files 
get colour-coded syntax. 

Need something else? The program 
doesnt get in your way. Double-click 
on any file and it will appear in your 
associated application, as with Explorer. 

There are plenty of extras to help 
with common management tasks. You 
can copy or move files to the same 
folder with a couple of mouse clicks. 
There are powerful filters and search 
tools to help organise your files. And 
best of all, it works just as well on 
remote FIP servers. PCP 
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You've got a big hard drive, and it’s not always 
easy to locate files. That’s where the Find tool 
comes in. Click Find and search by file name, date, 
size, attributes, content and more. Don't be fooled 

— this may look like the Windows 98 search tool but 
it’s much more powerful. For starters, you can carry 
out a second search within the results of the first. 








aanne = 





Upgrade to 
Turbo Browser 9 


Catch all the latest file 
management developments 
with the newest version 


Turbo Browser 9 supports viewing 
of over 200 file formats (including 
all the latest versions), provides 
image tools such as batch format 
conversion, catalogues your CD or 
DVD collections, and plenty more. 
Normally $69.95, you can upgrade 
for only $49.95 (around £28). For 
this, and special offers on FileStream 
products, visit www.goturbo.com 
/reg /email/registration.php. 


www.filestream.com 





Turbo Browser Express can work with remote 
FTP servers as well as your hard drive. Click 
RemotelNew Site and specify your logon details. 
Click Connect and you'll see the site included in your 
Remote Servers window. Click the Remote menu for 
upload and download options, or drag and drop from 
the Global Workspace. 


FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £35 


BlackICE 
Defender 2.9 


BLACKICE DEFENDER 2.9 


© BlackICE Defender 





Protect your PC data from hackers and other menaces with this 


easy-to-install but industrial-strength intrusion detection system 





Windows 98 or later 



































4 INTERMEDIATE 
Very straightforward 
— just install and just 


leave it to run 


SERIAL CODE 


Register at 

www.guildsoft.co.uk 

/cmp/405GUPCP9 
INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Guildsoft 
INFO www.guildsoft.co.uk 


! None 











very time your PC goes 
online, its assaulted by a 
range of port scans, as 
Internet worms and hackers look for 
weak points. The traditional answer is 
to employ a firewall, which follows a 
set of rules to separate authorised and 
unauthorised traffic. Its a complex 
business, which can slow up network 
activity. Could there be a better way? 

BlackICE Defender offers an 
intrusion detection system that 
analyses incoming and outgoing 
network traffic in real time, looking for 
suspect activity. By analysing protocol 
activity, rather than just pattern 
matching, it can detect intrusions 
even when they're using fragmented 
packets. As soon as an intruder has 
been detected, all further activity from 
that IP address is blocked. 

If you think that sounds complex, 
youre right, but all the tricky bits are 
handled automatically. Theres no huge 
collection of rules and filters for you to 


maintain. If your PC is standalone, then 
you'll probably need to do no more 
than install BlackICE Defender (although 
you should uninstall any other firewall 
first, to avoid conflicts). It'll start 
protecting you immediately. 

This doesn’t mean there isn't room 
to customise the program. This is vital, 
especially if you've got complex 
requirements (you're on a network, or 
want to run server programs). Right- 
click on the BlackICE system tray icon 
to access Its configuration options. 

Once you've got the program 
working to suit your needs, you can 
just leave it to work. If youre interested 
in seeing whats been going on, 
however, double-click the system tray 
icon and select the Intruder tab. Not 
only will this display the source of any 
recent attacks, but BlackICE also does a 
reverse DNS lookup as well (whenever 
possible). Its a handy way of finding 
out more about potential attackers, and 
Saves you hunting around. PCP 


Customise BlackICE Defender for your PC 





enmen Coectar 


Front | Putas | Enterenlog | Sack Te 


Addresses to Trust 


T All 


Exclude from Reporting 






Upgrade to 
the complete PC 
protection pack 


Save nearly 50 per cent on 
these powerful PC utilities 


The latest version of BlackICE 
Defender includes new features, 
including trapping outgoing Internet 
connections. Normally £35, it’s yours 
for only £20 (www.guildsoft.co.uk 
/cmp/405GUPCP9). But why stop 
there? Adding VCOM Fix-It Utilities 5 
and the access control system 
KeyDrive Il usually totals £150, but 
you can have all three packages for 
£75 (www.guildsoft.co.uk/cmp/ 
405GUPCP8). 


www.guildsoft.co.uk 





In most cases you'll install BlackICE Defender 
and it'll work immediately, but sometimes a 
little customisation will be necessary. Right-click on 
the program’s system tray icon, and select Edit 
BlackICE Settings. Here you can set the protection 
level, and allow NetBIOS traffic if you want your 
system to be seen over a local network. 
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IP: 
[192.168.0.2 I Add Firewall Entry 


All firewalls occasionally raise false alarms 
about innocent network activity. To minimise 
these hassles in BlackICE, click Intrusion DetectionlAdd 
in the Settings dialog. Now specify the IP address of 
any system or device you're treating as ‘trusted’, and 
(if necessary) choose the Events (attack types) that 
you want BlackICE to ignore. 


Having BlackICE block unsolicited Internet traffic 
is great, unless you're running a chat program, 
server or similar, that suddenly doesn’t work any 
more. Right-click on the BlackICE system tray icon, 
select Advanced Firewall SettingsiAdd, and create a 
new rule. You might allow anyone to access port 80, 
for example, so that you can run a web server. 
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PC PROTECTION TOOLKIT 


| L 


i 


l 


| 


| 





Windous Bort, Ten great free packages prove that keeping your PC safe from 
from one to 30MB 


disk space attack, and your data secure, doesnt have to be expensive 



































sk most people how to even be encrypted, in case someone (www.imagebeagle.com) works on 
5 AimeRmEDiNiE protect a PC and they'll talk tries to view it from another machine. Windows 2000, XP and 2003 PCs to 
ad BboUr Bach about firewalls and antivirus It'S a very secure solution, but be limit what your kids can access online. 
program to learn more tools. These are a good place to start careful. If you forget your password, or 
securing your system, but you need the program fails for some reason, then Detective work 
a little extra help to be really safe. you'll be locked out as well. Only try You obviously have an antivirus 
Not required Think what might happen if your something like this with a system that program installed, right? If you're 
G laptop or PC were stolen, for instance. is regularly backed up. sheepish right now take a look at 
How much personal data might you If CompuSec seems a little too McAfee AVERT Stinger (vil.nai.com/vil/ 
be giving away — credit card numbers, heavy, then a file encryption tool like stinger). Although no substitute for a 
SUPPLIER Varies user names and passwords? What you AxCrypt (axcrypt.sourceforge.net) may full package, it can detect and remove 
INFO See body text really need is an access control system © be more suitable. This enables you to 40 of the most common threats. The 
like CompuSec (www.ce-infosys.com. encrypt, compress, decrypt, wipe or program runs on any version of 
sg/CeiNews_FreeCompuSec.asp). edit confidential files, and it’s all Windows from 98 onwards. 
This handy program asks fora user integrated with Windows Explorer, No antivirus tools really deal well 
belie ID and password before Windows NT, making it easy to protect your data. with spyware, browser hijackers, and 
l 2000 or XP even loads (earlier versions Perhaps you're more interested similar low-level threats. Ad-aware 
aren't supported). The hard drive can in protecting the user? iNetBeagle (www.lavasoftusa.com) specialises in 


Build an application firewall 





Show PlugIn log... X 


Show App Activity log... 
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User-Mode 
® Administrator-Mode 
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Enable Plugins 
Filter window captions 
Watch App Activity 





HeAeRRRREGS 


Help ... 


E 





Be 


Close 








System Safety Monitor (SSM) aims to detect Choose the Applications tab and you can close If we chose ‘Blocked’ then SSM would prevent 
and prevent dubious Trojan-like activity on your a program, pause or resume it, or even dump you running the browser, while ‘Allowed for 
PC. The techniques used are powerful, but won't work an image of the program to disk (handy if you're admin’ stops others using it (your kids, maybe). 
for everyone, and may result in crashes. So be careful trying to find out what it’s doing). But that’s just the But that’s too restrictive, so pick ‘Allowed’. Now 
until you're sure the program is stable. Start by right- start. Launch Internet Explorer, right-click on it at the create an ‘Allowed’ rule for Explorer, too. Click on the 
clicking the system tray icon, then click Preferences. bottom of the list, and select Create Rule. Application Rules tab to see or edit what you've done. 
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@ StartupMonitor 


File Edit View Favorites Tools Help 


File and Folder Tasks 


(i) Rename this file 

iy Move this file 

Copy this file 

@ Publish this file to the Web 


removes virtually all 


AxCrypt 


Open With 


PC PROTECTION TOOLKIT 


Ad-aware detects and 


known spyware. And isn’t 
it a lovely shade of blue? 


G) E-mail this file 
g Print this file 
>X Delete this file 


this area, and its fast scanning and 
regular updates make it an essential 


component in the PC Protection Toolkit. 


a? (www.emsisoft.com/en/ 
software/free) is a relatively new tool 


that specialises in dealing with Trojans, 


dialers, worms and spyware. It doesn't 
run in the background, so won't clash 
with any similar programs — just scan 
when youre concerned. A second 
Opinion is essential. 

Although effective, all these tools 
can only detect known threats. So 
what about the ones that materialise 
tomorrow? To stop at least some of 
these, install StartupMonitor (www. 
mlin.net/StartupMonitor.shtml). 

This tiny, unobtrusive program runs 
quietly in the background (it doesn't 
even add a system tray icon) and 
watches your Registry. If an app tries 
to register itself to load when your PC 
boots, then Startup Monitor steps in 
and asks for your permission. It's a 


(2 ZipGenius 





small but effective way to take back 
control of your system. 


Lateral thinking 
We've now got tools to check programs 
before you run them, but that's not 
enough. Malicious applications might 
try to run existing software in an 
unexpected way, perhaps using a 
hidden Internet Explorer window to 
send information across the web. 

To get this level of control we need 
a tool like System Safety Monitor 
(maxcomputing.narod.ru/ssme.html? 
lang=en). This lets you decide which 
programs can run on your PC, prevents 
some code injection and key logging 
activities, watches your Registry, and 
more. lts an excellent freeware tool 
that works on Windows 98 and later, 
but we recommend caution. Anything 
that limits what applications can do 
may have unexpected effects, so this 
one is for experts only. 


B Advanced App Rules - IEXPLORE. EXE 


T, specify, which of the following applications can [or can not) be a chid/parent process 
for IEXPLORE.EXE. The child-process i is a process, which can be by thi 

















See the MD5 column? That's a checksum for 

your program. If it's replaced by a Trojan, SSM 
will warn you. Programmers might be interested in 
the Special Permissions section, too, where you can 
restrict what an application can do. Need to add more 


Send To 


can be started 
IEXPLORE.EXE; the parent-process is the one, which IEXPLORE.EXE cane seeped by. | 


secure file deletion... 
AxCrypt gives you all 
this from an Explorer 
right-click menu. 


Although we've focused on external 
dangers, there are other problems you 
may encounter closer to home. Anyone 
with access to your PC, for instance, 
can easily use browser and Windows 
information to track files and websites 
you've viewed. 

The solution? Install AbsoluteShield 
Internet Eraser Lite (www.internet- 
track-eraser.com). It can quickly erase 
your browser cache, history, cookies, 
Windows document list and more. This 
version works on Internet Explorer, but 
check the website if you need more 
features and browser support. 

So now you can relax, feeling 
safe and secure... but were not 
finished just yet. Our final program, 

PC Audit (www.pcinternetpatrol.com) 
simulates Trojan-like behaviour by 
trying to capture keypresses and send 
details over the web. Can your PC be 
compromised? Give it a try. You might 
be surprised at the results. PCP 


Lek 








|| Name 


C:\WINDOWS ‘SE xplorer. EXE 


C:\program files‘\Internet ExplorerNIEXPLORE.EXE 


| Chid | Parent | 
= 























If there is no corresponding rule for program specified, ther 


| Deny execution of this program by IEXPLORE.EXE E ~ 








| Deny execution of IEXPLORE.EXE by this program {x | 





Right-click IExplore.exe, select Advanced 
Properties, and choose ‘Deny execution...’ in 
both boxes. This means no other programs can launch, 
or be launched by your browser — very secure! We 
still want to run it, though, so tick the green ‘Parent’ 





Cere 





Encryption, decryption, 


















NOW 


Upgrade to the 
latest versions 


Get even more features 
and keep your PC safe 
with enhanced programs 


Visit the authors’ websites for more 
on each of our PC Protection Toolkit 
programs. CompuSec (www.ce-info 
sys.com.sg) comes with tokens 
which act as a ‘key’ to access your 
PC. Ad-aware (www.lavasoftusa. 
com) and a? (www.emsisoft.com/ 
en/software/free) both sell 
enhanced versions of their detectors, 
and System Security Monitor (max 
computing.narod.ru/ssme.html? 
lang=en) has a new beta that you 
can try out. 








apps? Right-click in the window and select Add New... box next to Explorer.exe, then click OK. 
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Right-click on the SSM system tray icon, click 
Watch App Activity, and the program starts 
putting our new rules to the test. You'll see alerts like 
this whenever programs are launched (set a new rule 
and the warning won't appear again). There’s plenty 
more to SSM - explore Preferences for the details. 








MaxiVista SE 


MAXIVISTA SE 


SPECIAL EDITION 








Need more room on your cramped Windows desktop? You 
can make use of a spare PC or laptop with this software 


Server: Windows 2000 or 
later, 3MB disk space 
Client: Windows 98 or 
later, 500KB disk space, 
TCP/IP server connection 


5 INTERMEDIATE 
May require a little 
networking knowledge 





£ 


SUPPLIER Bartels Media 
INFO www.maxivista.com 





























Not required 


None 





hats the screen resolution 
on your PC? Something like 
1,280x1,024 is typical for a 
19in monitor, and that's fine for many 
applications. But others, such as 3D 
modelling or image editing, could 
always use a little extra space. 

Perhaps you cant afford a 23in 
monitor, but theres a more economical 
solution to hand. Install MaxiVista SE 
and you can extend your desktop over 
the nearest networked PC. Drag a 
window off the screen on your own 
system and it will magically appear on 
the other PC's display. 

In principle it's easy to set up. 
Install the server on your PC (run 
setupMaxivistaSE.exe), then install the 
client (setupSEViewer.exe) on your 
neighbouring PC. (The two systems 
must be connected via a ICP/IP-based 
network before any of this can work). 

Run both programs, and they 
should locate each other within a few 
seconds, although if theres a firewall 


Getting started with MaxiVista SE 


Service Settings 


Description of service: 





MaxiVista TEP 


640 x 480, 16-bit color 


between them it may need configuring 
first. Open TCP port 5949 on the server, 
and UDP port 5998 on the client. 

Once MaxiVista is running you'll see 
the secondary screen clears, then 
shows your desktop background. Drag 
a window off the side of your main 
monitor, and you'll see it appear on the 
other display. But which side? Use your 
server Display Properties screen if this 
isn't set up properly (see below). 

It may sound odd, but try it and 
you'll find extended desktops quickly 
become natural. However, there’s one 
restriction. This version of MaxiVista 
limits you to 640x480 resolution on the 
secondary screen. You can still get to 
see how the program works, though, 
and the upgraded version doesn't have 
this restriction. 

A user on the secondary system 
can disable MaxiVista at any time 
simply by pressing Esc, so theres 
minimal interference with other 
peoples work. PCP 








Name or IP address (for example 192.168.0.12) of the 


computer hosting this service on your network: 


640 x 480, 32-bit color 





v Disable Screensaver on Secondary PC 





[192.168.0.1 


Auto-connect on startup 





External Port number for this service: 
(5949 | ©1eP 
Internal Port number for this service: 
(5949 | 














Rotate 180 
Remember last used resolution 
Network Options 


O UDP 


v Use Secondary Display in full-screen 


About Maxivista 





Configuration 
Visit our site 
Help 





Recommend Maxivista,.. 





Disable Secondary Display 
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Upgrade to 
the full version 


Get even more desktop 
Space on your second 
monitor — and save 

20 per cent 


MaxiVista SE limits the second display 
to a resolution of 640x480. If that’s a 
problem for you, then upgrade to the 
full version, which has no such 
restriction. It can handle resolutions 
of up to 3,200x1,600, which looks and 
sounds good to us. Normally this 
costs $49.95 (about £28), but buy 
between 1 June and 9 July 2004, 
quoting the code MVPCPLUS217, and 
you'll get a 20 per cent discount. Visit 
Www.maxivista.com to read more. 


WWW.Maxivista.com 
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MaxiVista works by sending the image of your 

extended desktop from one PC to another over 
your network. If there’s a firewall between the 
systems then you'll need to open a couple of ports 
(TCP port 5949 on the server, UDP port 5998 on the 
client). See the documentation for more advice. 





Now launch the MaxiVista server and client 
programs, and they should connect 
automatically. Signs that all is well include the client 
screen displaying your desktop wallpaper, and the 
server system tray icon turning a light green. Right- 
click on that icon for useful configuration options. 


Launch your browser, then drag it across until 
the left half of its window disappears off the 
screen. With any luck, it’s now appeared on the 
second display (remember this is only 640x480 
resolution). Nothing? Check that Windows knows how 
your monitors are oriented (Control PanellDisplay 
Properties|Settings). 
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FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £12 


XML Explorer 





XML EXPLORER 


Mi Cuplorer fd Microsol Office WF FICE TITAS Raton 


(Fn Edt m Samna soem, en Ta meee Hb 


Browse and create XML documents, edit files easily and 
even analyse data at the table level with this powerful tool 


ML is increasingly the format 
of choice for databases, data 
exchange, and even some 
desktop applications. But how do you 
inspect or work with the underlying 
XML files? It's straightforward, as long 
as you have a viewer like XML Explorer. 
g If youre an XML beginner then this 
AOVARCED may be difficult to believe. All the 
manuals tell you XML is easy, but that's 
only when compared to working with 








Pentium, 32MB RAM, 
Windows 98 or higher 











The more you know 
about XML, the better 


0 10 


























SERIAL CODE other data formats, and there’ still 
196A7EO8-£380-4700- plenty to learn. How does Explorer 
0014-264CXKATCIYO help you through these first steps? 

Its straightforward Explorer-like 


interface is a good place to start. Open 
an XML document (which can be a 
local file, or one taken from the web), 
and its complete structure is outlined 


RESTRICTIONS in the left-hand pane. You can then 


expand areas of the document, and 


none click on particular nodes or attributes 
to see more details. 


By default the right-hand pane 
displays a simple list view of your data, 





INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Mergesoft 
INFO www.mergesoft.com 
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There are lots of ways to open a new file in By default XML Explorer displays files in its List 


XML Explorer. You can type a URL or path in the View, showing only minimal information. If you 
Location box, then click Go, select FilelOpen and pick want to see more, choose another view from the tabs 
a file, or choose a previously-opened document from at the bottom of your screen. Click ‘Text View’ to 
the Location list box. Browse opened files by see (or perhaps edit) the raw XML code behind the 
navigating the document tree, just like in Explorer. currently-highlighted document node. 
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but other view options include Text, 
Table and Schema. Theres also a 
Browser view, where an embedded 
Internet Explorer window takes care of 
rendering your file (assuming it's valid). 
Had enough of looking? Then you'll 
want to start editing files. You can 
rename nodes or attributes just as you 
would in Explorer, with a single mouse- 
click. Maybe you would prefer to type 
away in Text view? Theres an XML 
Validator to catch any mistakes. 
Experiment by right-clicking 
throughout XML Explorer and you'll 
discover a host of editing features, like 
the split editor that lets you compare 
and edit two columns of text. It also 
features a handy copy and paste 
feature, whereby you can copy XML 
text into the clipboard, then paste it 
into any of the XML Explorer views. 
Theres much more to XML Explorer, 
such as its ability to create database 
schemas, or the way it interfaces with 
SourceSafe. Iry it out for yourself. PCP 
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Upgrade to 
a Commercial 
licence for £12 


Are you a business 
or commercial user? 


This version of XML Explorer is free 
for personal use only. For business 
or commercial use you'll need to 
upgrade to a full licence. This isn't 
too inconvenient, however, because 
it's cheap at a mere $21 (around £12), 
and there are free upgrades once 
you've paid. You can order online 
via PayPal, or a variety of Internet 
vendors. See the Mergesoft website 
for more information (www. 
mergesoft.com/order.html). 


www.mergesoft.com 
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XML Explorer's help file is a little basic, so 

experimenting is the best way to find out how 
it works. Right-click in the document and select Split 
Editor to display the file in two separate columns. 
You can use this to view, compare or edit different 
sections of your document at the same time. 
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Your-expert- guide to.the most essential sites 


here are still those 

old men in hats who 
proclaim that digital 
will never replace film in the 
photographic world. However, 
the rest of us know that Kodak 
has recently announced that it 
won't be selling traditional film 
cameras any more. Whether you 
agree with it or not, the simple 
fact is that digital is the future, 
and provided you make the right 
choices when buying your kit, 
printing your photos and 
archiving your images, you 
won't be disappointed. This is 
where we come in, and will do 
our best to help you make those 
all-important decisions. 
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PhotoBox 


Digital photography is all about ease- 
of-use combined with image quality, 
and while the latter has been well 
and truly sorted now that multi-mega- 
pixel cameras are the norm theres 

still a problem with ease-of-use, and 
it starts with a ‘p'. Printing quality 
photos requires a little more than a 
cheap inkjet and some shiny paper. 
Take a look at the Norman Koren 
guide to monitor and printer colour 
calibration (www.normankoren.com/ 
printer_calibration.html) to get the 
best from your own set up, or visit 
the ‘Kodak Chemist’ of the 21st 
Century, PhotoBox. Upload your 
image files and they will print them 

to whatever size you want (depending 
on resolution) on whatever paper 
Stock you want, Starting at just 19p 
per print. 
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view & edit albums 
Click a photo for a larger view 
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Ofoto 


The digital debate is littered with 
interesting questions, none more so 
than — how should | store my photos? 
It'S not as straightforward as a pile of 
negatives in a carrier bag and pics 

in a book anymore. I'd recommend 
archiving digital masters to CD or 
better still, DVD for safe-keeping. For 
display you'll be hard pressed to find 
a better solution than the mix-and- 
match approach to albums from 
ArrowFile (www.arrowfile.com). The 
aforementioned PhotoBox will let you 
Store images in an online album, but 
theres a lot of competition from the 
likes of the free to use Yahoo Photos 
(www.photos.yahoo.com). My pick is 
the photo giant, Kodak, with its foto 
Site free to use, and a big enough 
name to inspire confidence that your 
photos will be safe for years to come. 





Photoshop 
Guru's Handbook 


IF youre serious about Digital 
Photography, at some point or 

other you have to get to grips with 
Photoshop. Luckily there are numerous 
Sites that can help make this as 
painless as possible, including the 











excellent (if a little rough around the 
edges design wise) Laurie McCanna’s 
Complete List of Photoshop Tips 
(www.mccannas.com/pshop/photos 
hO.htm) and our very own Computer 
Arts Magazine (www.computerarts. 
co.uk). TeamPhotoshop (www.team 
photoshop.com) packs in news, 
tutorials and a very active forum for 
good measure. However, | think for 
overall presentation, the final nod goes 
to the Photoshop Guru's Handbook 
with its tutorials divided by skill level, 
easy going attitude, but doesn't dodge 
the hands-on tech stuff such as using 
Opacity stops in gradients. 





DP Challenge 


One thing that all serious 
photographers, digital or otherwise, 
want to do at some point is to show 
off the photos they've taken. 
Traditionally this has been the domain 
of the camera club (cameraclubs. 
photopro.co.uk), but being digital 
means you can take the club metaphor 
online. The Digital Photography 
Challenge site is the best example 

of a ‘virtual’ club, with regular 
competitions, community voting, 
member galleries, and of course the 
all-important swapping of techniques 
and tips. If both you and your 
photography don't benefit from such 
an experience then you might want to 
consider sticking with that disposable 
camera from the supermarket. For the 
rest of us, this is like a photographic 
university with a great big fun factor 
thrown in. PCP 
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If you know of an essential 
website, or are involved in a 
worthy contender for the title, 
then please let me know at 
waveysweb @futurenet.co.uk 


